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Review of Dairy Farming in 2025 and Outlook for 2026 
 

Trevor Donnellan and Emma Dillon 
 

Agricultural Economics and Farm Surveys Department, Teagasc 

 

1. Introduction 

This paper looks back on dairy farm performance in 
2024, reviews the outcomes for 2025 and looks 
ahead to the prospects for 2026. Data from the 
Teagasc National Farm Survey (NFS) are used in our 
review of 2024.  The milk price and key input cost 
estimates for 2025 are used to produce an overall 
estimate of dairy enterprise margins for 2025.  
Finally, in the closing sections of the paper, the 
forecast for milk price, production costs and dairy 
farm margins in 2026 are presented.  

Average Dairy Family Farm Income (FFI) increased 
substantially in 2024, up 113 percent on 2023 to 
€108,672.  This was due to a significant improvement 
in the milk price alongside  a reduction in production 
costs and stability in supply despite challenging grass 
growing conditions at times throughout the year.   

There was a welcome respite in production costs in 
2024, with lower prices for feed, fertiliser and 
electricity in particular. Despite some increase in 
input use (e.g. concentrate feed and fertiliser), lower 
prices led to reduced expenditure on average, down 
5 percent for concentrates and 6 percent for pasture 
and forage in 2024.  Although feed use on individual 
farms is influenced by factors such as location, land 
type and stocking rate the average feed volume per 
dairy cow increased year-on-year to 1,358 kg.  
Despite some cost savings, other direct costs (such 
as contracting charges and veterinary expenses) 
continued to increase, up 4 percent year-on-year. 
There was also an overall reduction in average fixed 
costs, with land rental costs being one exception in 
terms of individual items.  Overall, this led to a 
decline in production costs on the average Dairy 
farm enterprise in 2024, down 4 percent to 35.5 cent 
per litre. 

2. Review of the Economic Performance 
of Dairy Farms in 2024 

Results from the Teagasc NFS 2024 for Dairy farms 
are summarised here.  Figure 1 presents the average 
FFI on Specialist Dairy farms over the years 2018 to 
2024.  The chart reflects the increased volatility in 
average dairy farm income in recent years, with a 
strong recovery in 2024 due to an improved milk 
price and stable milk production volume.      

Figure 1: Average Income on Irish Specialist Dairy 
Farms 2018 to 2024 

 
Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey (various years). 

To further explore the economic performance of 
dairy farms in 2024, we next look at how margins 
have changed over the course of the past few years.  
Table A1 (see appendix) presents the average gross 
output, gross margin and net margin per litre of milk 
produced in 2023 and 2024.  Farms producing mainly 
liquid milk are excluded from the sample, as are 
herds of 10 cows or less.   

The gross output measure includes the value of milk 
and calf sales minus replacement costs.  The data 
indicate that gross output per litre increased by 20 
percent in 2024 relative to 2023, primarily due to the 
strong milk price.  On average, on a per litre basis, 
concentrate feed related costs decreased by 5 
percent year-on-year. Overall, total direct costs (per 
litre) decreased by 3 percent.  Overall, in 2024 
average Dairy gross margin increased by 42 percent 
to 32.2 cent per litre.  Total fixed costs declined in 
2023, with reductions evident in across depreciation 
categories in particular. On average, total costs 
declined by 4 percent compared to 2023.  Overall, 
there was a 143 percent increase in average net 
margin in 2024, to 17.40 cent per litre.  

Table A2 (in the appendix) presents gross output, 
total costs and net margin per hectare of forage area 
allocated to the Dairy enterprise for 2023 and 2024.  
In 2024, milk production per hectare declined by 3 
percent. However, net margin, on a per hectare 
basis, increased by 122 percent for the average Dairy 
enterprise in 2024 due mainly to a strong milk price, 
stable production, and a reduction in production 
costs.   
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The cost and margin data in Table A4 (in the 
appendix) allow us to examine the variability in 
economic performance across dairy farms in 2024.  
Farms are classified based on gross margin per 
hectare: the best performing one-third of farms 
(Top), the middle one-third (Middle) and the least 
best performing one-third (Bottom).  On a per litre 
basis, total production costs for the Bottom group 
(37.7 cent) were 10 percent higher than for the Top 
group (34.2 cent).  The net margin for the Top group 
(20.2 cent) is approximately 45 percent of that of the 
Bottom group (13.9 cent).  Figure 2 indicates that 
total milk production costs remained elevated (but 
declined somewhat year-on-year) on average in 
2024 at 35.5 cent per litre.   

Figure 2:  Total Milk Production Costs (cent per 
litre) in Ireland: 2018 to 2024 

 
Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data.  

3. Review of 2025 Estimated 
Performance  

This section of the paper presents a review of Irish 
dairying in 2025.  Actual Teagasc NFS results for 2025 
will not be available until the middle of 2026.  
Therefore, it is necessary to estimate the price and 
volume of inputs and outputs in 2025, in order to 
estimate the outcome for margins in 2025.  The 
following section of the paper first addresses 
production cost estimates for 2025, looking at both 
input prices and input usage volumes.  A cost 
assessment based on the average dairy farm 
nationally is then given.  Finally, the development of 
dairy product markets in 2025, in terms of both price 
and volume changes, is discussed.  

3.1 Estimated Input Usage and Price 
2025 

It is estimated that there was a 4 percent increase in 
the volume of milk production on the average dairy 
farm in 2025.   

3.1.1 Feedstuff – usage and price 2025  

Purchased feed (concentrates) is an important 
element of dairy production costs in Ireland, typically 
accounting for about 25 percent of total production 
costs in recent years.   

Although official aggregate feed sales data for the 
full year are not yet available, the trend in dairy feed 
use in 2025 is up on the 2024 level. Department of 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine (DAFM) feed sales 
data for dairy farms for Q1 and Q2 of 2025 were up 
respectively by 2.5 percent on the same period in 
2024. Data for Q3 2025 indicate an increase of 10 
percent relative to the same period in 2024. Overall, 
dairy feed sales were 5 percent higher in the first 9 
months of 2025.  The Irish dairy cow population is 
estimated to have decreased by 1 percent in 2025. 
The average milk yield per cow in 2025 is estimated 
to have increased by about 5 percent on the 2024 
level.  Figure 3 shows the average volume of 
compound feed use per cow in recent years, 
including an estimate for 2025. 

Figure 3:  Compound Feed Purchases per Dairy 
Cow in Ireland: National Average for 
2016 to 2025e 

 

Source: NFS data with authors estimate for 2025. 
Note: e = estimate. 

These data are derived from DAFM figures on feed 
sales to the end of Q3 and estimates for Q4 2025 by 
the authors, along with as estimate of dairy cow 
numbers for 2025.  For the average dairy farm, with 
a 4 percent increase in milk production in 2025, feed 
use per cow, is estimated at approximately 1,432 kg, 
a 5 percent increase in volume terms relative to 
2024. 

The feed price in any given year is a combination of 
supply and demand factors for the current 
production year, and the year previous.  In 2025, the 
feed price story is made up of what happened in feed 
grain markets in the 2024 and 2025 production 
years.  Over the course of 2025 feed prices have 
remained very steady, with no change overall in the 
average price for the year compared with 2024. 
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Figure 4 shows an index of monthly Irish cattle feed 
prices from 2020 to 2025.   

Figure 4: Monthly Price Index of Cattle Meal in 
Ireland 2020 to 2025 

 

Source: Central Statistics Office (Various Years).  

For the average farm with a 4 percent increase in 
milk production in 2025, feed costs, measured on a 
per hectare basis, are estimated to have increased by 
6 percent. On a per litre basis, the expenditure on 
feed is estimated to have increased by about 2 
percent in 2025 compared to the 2024 level, due to 
the dilution effect on costs caused by higher milk 
volumes. 

3.1.2 Fertiliser – usage and price 2025  

Pasture and forage costs typically comprise about 20 
percent of total production costs on Dairy farms. This 
cost item is made up of fertiliser purchases and 
contracting charges.  Figure 5 charts the Irish 
monthly index of farm level fertiliser prices from 
2020 through to 2025.   

Fertiliser prices increased gradually over the course 
of 2025. Taking account of the seasonality in 
purchasing, a 9 percent increase in fertiliser prices in 
2025 is estimated relative to 2024.  

Figure 5: Monthly Price Index of Fertiliser in 
Ireland for 2020 to 2025 

 
Source: Central Statistics Office (Various Years) 

Figure 6 shows DAFM data for fertiliser sales for the 
years 2017 to 2024, along with an estimate for 2025.  
Full year sales data for 2025 was unavailable at the 
time of writing, it is assumed that sales have 

increased by 10 percent for nitrogen (N), 
phosphorous (P) and potassium (K). 

Fertiliser use on Dairy farms is estimated to have 
increased in 2025, following a number of years of 
decline.  It is estimated that total nitrogen fertiliser 
use on the average Dairy farm increased by 
approximately 10 percent in 2025.  

Overall, taking account of the increased level of 
fertiliser sales and the 9 percent increase in price, 
fertiliser expenditure per hectare on the average 
dairy farm in 2025 is estimated to have increased by 
approximately 20 percent compared to 2024.  

Figure 6:  Irish Fertiliser Sales by Compounders 
2017 to 2025e (Oct-Sept) 

 
Source: DAFM (various years)  

Note: Data for 2025 are estimated values as full year data for 
2025 was unavailable at the time of publication 

 

3.1.3 Contractor Costs - usage and price 
2025 

Contractor costs comprise the remainder of the 
pasture and forage cost element.  It is estimated that 
contracting charges have remained stable in 2025. 

3.1.4 Pasture and Forage – usage and 
price 2025 

With the spending on fertiliser up considerably in 
2025 and with no change in contracting charges, 
expenditure on pasture and forage is estimated to 
have increased by about 10 percent on a per hectare 
and 3 percent on a per litre basis on farms where 
milk production has increased by 4 percent in 2025.  

3.1.5 Electricity and Fuel – usage and 
price 2025 

Energy (electricity and fuel) is a relatively less 
important farm input compared to feed and 
fertiliser, comprising less than 10 percent of total 
costs on dairy farms, on average.   
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Crude Oil and Fuel Prices:  
There was a decline in crude oil prices in 2025. Brent 
crude oil prices began 2025 at US$79 per barrel (pb), 
but prices dropped to US$64 by October.  

Crude oil prices are presented in Figure 7.  The 
annual average Brent price for 2025 is expected to 
be about US $69 pb, which represents a 14 percent 
decline on the average oil price in 2024 of almost US 
$81 pb.  

Figure 7: Monthly Average Brent Crude oil prices 
in Euro and US dollar from 2017 to 2025 

 
Source: World Bank 

In 2025 the euro appreciated against the US dollar.  
The euro was valued at US$1.03 in January 2025. It 
appreciated to US$1.16 by October. The average 
value of euro in 2025 should be about US$1.13, its 
strongest level against the US currency since 2021.  

With the euro appreciated in value against the US 
dollar in 2025 compared with 2024, this had an 
impact on the price of oil in euro terms. Hence, the 
estimated average crude oil price for 2025 was about 
€61 pb, down 18 percent on the 2024 level. 
However, there was also a further increase in the 
carbon tax in Ireland in 2025.  Overall, farm level fuel 
costs in Ireland, averaged across 2025, were down 
about 3 percent on the 2024 level. 

Electricity Prices: While crude oil prices declined in 
2025, gas prices increased. Electricity prices began 
2025 at a lower level than the previous year, but 
increased over the course of 2025, reflecting 
reported increases in network charges as well as 
wholesale energy costs. Overall, annual electricity 
prices in 2025 are estimated to be unchanged on the 
2024 level. 

Fuel and Electricity Volumes: Demand by farmers 
for fuel and electricity tends to be relatively inelastic 
with respect to price.   

Given that milk production is estimated to have 
increased by 4 percent nationally, this suggests that 
the volume of electricity may have increased 

marginally relative to 2024.  Overall, on a per hectare 
basis, very little change in expenditure on energy is 
estimated to have occurred in 2025. However, due 
to the increase in milk production energy use per 
litre is likely to have fallen by almost 3 percent on a 
per litre basis relative to 2024.   

 

3.1.6 Other Direct and Fixed Costs – 
usage and price 2025 

It is estimated that there was a 3 percent increase in 
agricultural wages in Ireland in 2025.  It is assumed 
that the quantity of hired labour used on farms is 
likely to have been unchanged.  Therefore, 
expenditure on hired labour is estimated to have 
increased by 3 percent on a per hectare basis but 
decreased by the same magnitude on a per litre basis 
due to the increase in milk production.  

The price of other input cost items increased by 1 
percent in 2025.  It is assumed that usage volume of 
these input items remained unchanged. 

The assessment of fixed costs in the Teagasc NFS is 
quite complex and definitive information on how 
fixed costs have changed in 2025 will not be available 
until the Teagasc NFS results for 2025 are published 
in 2026.   

Factoring in the overall increase in milk price and 
production in 2025, the value of milk output will has 
increased considerably. Hence the share of fixed 
costs allocated to the Dairy enterprise on Dairy farms 
is estimated to have increased in 2025.  

3.1.7 Estimate of Total Input 
expenditure for 2025 

With a 1 percent decrease in dairy cow numbers, and 
a 4 percent increase in milk production in 2025, it 
follows that milk yield per cow has increased, by 
about 5 percent in 2025.  The assessment of 
production costs for the average dairy farm is 
considered here on the basis that the farm 
experienced a 4 percent increase in milk production 
in 2025. Figure 8 charts the average total cost of 
production and its subcomponents from 2019 to 
2024 and the associated estimate for 2025.   

A stabilisation in production costs is evident over the 
past couple of years following the sharp increase in 
2022.  However, costs remain elevated when 
compared to the preceding period. 

It is estimated that the average total cost of milk 
production in Ireland in 2025 was 35.7 cent per litre, 
up marginally on the 2024 level. 
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Figure 8:  Total Cost of Milk Production in Ireland 
from 2019 to 2025e 

 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data and Authors’ 
estimate.  Note:  e = estimate. 

3.2 Review of Dairy Market in 2025 

In aggregate, weak milk production growth was 
observed across the main dairy export regions in the 
period 2022 to 2024 which helped to drive dairy 
commodity prices to higher levels. However, high 
milk prices and improved dairy margins have created 
a positive milk supply response in 2025 which has 
begun to create a glut of dairy products 
internationally. 

Having been at elevated levels for much of the year, 
European dairy product prices have begun to move 
into a significant decline in Q3 and particularly in Q4 
of 2025. Butter prices have seen the sharpest decline 
in 2025. While European butter prices averaged 
about €7,300 in Q1 of 2025, prices are likely to 
average €5,600 in Q4. For 2025 as a whole, European 
butter prices are likely to be up 3 percent on the 
2024 level, but this reflects the very high prices that 
prevailed early in year. 

European SMP prices have also been in decline over 
the course of 2025, moving from a little over €2,500 
in Q1 2025 to a likely €2,150 for Q4 of 2025. For the 
year 2025 as a whole, European SMP prices are likely 
to show a decline of about 4 percent relative to the 
average level in 2024. 

Cheddar prices in 2025 have also weakened over the 
course of H2 of 2025. Prices have declined from 
€4,800 in Q1 of 2025 to €4,400 in Q4 of 2025. For the 
year 2025 as a whole, European Cheddar prices are 
likely to be up 16 percent on the 2024 level, but this 
largely reflects the relatively low prices observed in 
2024. 

In the EU, with the notable exceptions of Germany 
and Spain, milk production developments across the 
Member States have generally been stable to 

positive in 2025. While the EU27 dairy herd 
continues to contract, favourable weather in the 
traditional northern European dairy belt benefitted 
yields. Production has also recovered following 
issues with Bluetongue in some EU Member States in 
2024.  Overall, EU milk production is likely to 
increase by a little under 0.5 percent overall in 2025. 
This represents an increase in EU milk production of 
about 0.4 mt relative to the 2024 level. 

New Zealand (NZ) milk production has benefitted 
from growth in its current production season (H2 
2025).  For the 2025 calendar year milk production is 
expected to increase by 1 percent compared to 2024 
(+0.2 mt).   

US milk production and dairy cow numbers have 
been on the increase in 2025.  Overall, 2025 has seen 
higher milk prices and lower feed costs and US milk 
production is likely to be up as much as 2 percent in 
2025 (2.0 mt).  

Overall, for the calendar year 2025 Australian milk 
production will show a 3 percent decrease (-0.25 mt) 
on the 2024 level.  On the other hand, milk 
production in Argentina for the calendar year 2025 is 
likely to be up about 9 percent on the 2024 level (1.0 
mt), with some recovery in production evident as the 
year progressed. 

On foot of a recovery in global milk production across 
the major dairy export nations, 2025 has seen the 
first substantial increase in production in these 
regions since 2021.  

Milk production in China has continued to be 
affected by low milk prices and a further contraction 
in production is estimated to have occurred in 2025. 
Chinese dairy import demand has increased in 2025.  
By July of 2025 SMP imports into China were running 
6 percent ahead of the previous year, while imports 
of WMP were up about 2 percent in the same period.  
Imports of whey powder also increased by about 14 
percent over the first half of 2025.  

Total EU exports of SMP to third countries were up 3 
percent in the period January to July 2025, relative 
to the same period in 2024.  There was a slight 
decrease of 1 percent in EU butter exports in the 
same period, while EU exports of cheese to third 
countries were up 1 percent in H1 2025 compared 
with H1 2024.  

Figure 9 shows price movements in the influential 
New Zealand Global Dairy Trade (GDT) Auction Index 
over the course of 2025.  Generally positive price 
movements occurred in Q1 and Q2, but negative 
price movements have dominated in Q3 and Q4 of 
2025.   
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Figure 9: Fortnightly GDT Auction Index Price 
movements in 2025 

 
Source: GDT Auction 2025 

European wholesale dairy product prices are shown 
in Figure 10.  As already described, prices for butter 
fell dramatically in Q4, SMP and Cheddar prices also 
dropped in Q4 of 2025. 

Figure 10: European Dairy Product Prices 2019-25 

 
Source: MMO 2025 

 

3.3 Estimated Output Values 2025  

Irish milk production is estimated to have increased 
by about 4 percent in 2025.  Monthly milk deliveries 
are shown in Figure 11.   

Figure 11: Monthly Irish Milk Deliveries 2023 to 
2025 

 
Source:  CSO, 2025 

Milk production recovered in H1 2025.  Monthly milk 
deliveries were up 7 percent compared to the same 
period in 2024.  Likewise, milk production in H2 to 
date has been stronger year-on-year. 

There has been a slight decrease in dairy cow 
numbers in 2025, alongside increased milk yields. 
Irish dairy cow numbers, as recorded in September 
2025 decreased to 1.550 million, compared with 
1.565 million in September 2024, a decrease of 1.4 
percent (DAFM, 2025).  

Figure 12 presents monthly Irish milk prices recorded 
by the CSO from January 2016 through to September 
2025.  In Ireland the average 2025 manufacturing 
milk price is estimated to be up about 3 percent on 
the 2024 level.   

Figure 12: Irish Farm Gate Milk Prices Actual fat 
(VAT incl.) Jan 2016 – Oct 2025e 

 
Source: CSO.  Note: Actual fat (VAT inclusive). 

In 2025, Irish farm gate milk prices have decreased 
as the year has progressed, reflecting the decline in 
butter prices in particular.  The annual average 
national milk price (CSO definition) is estimated to be 
approximately 46.8 cent per litre (VAT inclusive) in 
2025 on an actual fat and protein basis (estimated to 
be 4.31 percent fat and 3.61 percent protein). A milk 
price estimate for October 2025 is also included.  

A stable and high level of milk prices prevailed in Q1 
and Q2 2025. However, strong supply growth in 
major exporting regions emerged as the year 
progressed and dairy commodity prices began to fall. 
The sharp downward trend in Irish milk prices in Q3 
and Q4 is a response to the lower prices for dairy 
commodities on international markets.  

Figure 13 illustrates the evolution in national grass 
growth in 2025 compared to 2024 and the 5-year 
average (2021-25), as measured by the PastureBase 
Ireland system.  Favourable spring weather allowed 
an early start to the grazing season which surpassed 
the 5 year average. With the exception of August, 
which was characterised by dry conditions, the 
pattern of above average grass production 
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continued through the grazing season. Good grass 
availability, alongside high margins, facilitated the 
estimated 4 percent increase in Irish milk production 
observed in 2025. 

Figure 13: National Grass Growth 2024 & 2025 

 
Source: Pasturebase Ireland 

In assessing the profitability of dairy in 2025, an 
important factor which must also be considered is 
the rise in beef prices which as occurred. The dairy 
enterprise derives income from the sale of calves 
and cull cows and incurs a cost in the form of heifer 
replacements.  In net terms, expressed on a per litre 
basis, in normal circumstances this adds the 
equivalent of 1 or 1.5 cent to the output of the dairy 
enterprise. However, the sharp rise in cattle prices in 
2025 has increased the output derived from calf and 
cull cow sales. As a result, it is estimated that this will 
be worth about 4 cent per litre in 2025 for the dairy 
enterprise. 

3.4 Review of Dairy Enterprise Net 
Margins in 2025 

The review of milk prices showed that the average 
milk price for 2025 was up approximately 3 percent 
on the 2024 level.  The review of input costs 
concluded that for the average farm, experiencing a 
4 percent increase in milk production, total 
production costs on a per litre basis increased 
marginally in 2025. 

The margin per hectare is first described before 
examining margin on a per litre basis.  Figure 14 
presents the estimated average gross output, 
production costs and net margin per hectare for 
2025 in comparison to recent years, on the basis of a 
4 percent increase in milk production in 2025. 

For 2025 the net margin for milk production is 
estimated to have averaged €2,618 per hectare.  This 
means that the average net margin in 2025 has 
increased by approximately €593 per hectare 
relative to 2024.  This represents an increase of 29 
percent year-on-year.  

Figure 14: Average Gross Output, Costs & Margins 
per hectare for Irish Milk Production in 
2022-2024 & estimate for 2025 

 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data and Authors’ 
estimates. Note: e = estimate. 

Estimated average gross output per litre in 2025 is 
shown in Figure 15, on the basis of a 4 percent 
increase in milk production across the year.  Average 
gross output per litre is estimated to be 57 cent per 
litre in 2025, representing an 8 percent increase on 
the 2024 level. Total costs are estimated to be 
relatively unchanged at 35.7 cent.  This will result in 
an improvement in net margin on the 2024 level of 
22 percent or 3.9 cent, taking the net margin in 2025 
to 21.3 cent per litre, on average.  

Figure 15: Average Gross Output, Costs & Margins 
per litre for Irish milk production in 
2022-2024 and estimates for 2025 

 
Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data and Authors’ 

estimates. Note: e = estimate. 

Given this calculated net margin, it is estimated that 
the average dairy farm income in 2025 is €137,000. 

See Table A5 (in the appendix) for estimates of 
output, costs and margins on a per litre basis for a 
farm that has increase milk production by 4 percent 
in 2025. 
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4. Dairy Outlook for 2026 

Production costs in 2026 are forecast to remain at 
the elevated levels observed in recent years. Milk 
prices are forecast to be substantially lower in 2026 
relative to 2025.  Hence lower profitability in milk 
production is anticipated for 2026.  For the purposes 
of this analysis, no increase in Irish milk production is 
forecast for 2026.  No change in the dairy 
enterprise’s land base is forecast.   

4.1 Outlook for Input Expenditure 2026 

This analysis of likely changes in production costs in 
2026, is based on no change in milk volume on the 
average farm.  This is in line with the forecast for 
stability in Irish national milk production.  

4.1.1 Feed - usage and price 2026 

Irish animal feed prices are driven by a combination 
of Irish cereal harvest prices (for the previous year 
and current year) and the prices of imported feed.  
Irish cereal prices at harvest 2025 were down by 
about 10 percent on the 2024 level.  

Irish animal feed prices are driven by a combination 
of Irish cereal harvest prices (for the previous year 
and current year) and the prices of imported feed.  
Irish cereal prices at harvest 2025 were down by 
about 10 percent on the 2024 level, due to an 
increase in the EU and international production of 
grains, coupled with an increase in stocks to use 
ratios.  

Feed prices in 2026 will depend in part on cereal 
prices for harvest 2026, but probably more so on the 
harvest prices paid in 2025.   

On a monthly basis there has been limited 
movement in feed prices over the course of 2025, 
with prices in early 2026 set to be only very 
marginally lower than the outset of 2025.  Cereal 
prices at harvest 2026 are forecast to be on a par 
with 2025 harvest prices.  Averaging across the full 
year, feed prices are forecast to be relatively stable, 
with prices forecast to be down marginally by 1 
percent in 2026, compared to 2025. 

It is estimated that the volume of dairy feed used in 
Ireland increased in 2025 on a per head basis.  With 
feed use now approaching 1.5 tonnes per cow, no 
increase in feed use is forecast for 2026, due to the 
lower profitability that is anticipated. With feed use 
stable on Irish farms and with only a 1 percent drop 
in prices forecast, this will result in a 1 percent drop 
in feed expenditure on a per litre basis in 2026. 

4.1.2 Fertiliser & Contracting Costs– 
usage and price 2026 

The outlook for fertiliser prices in the EU in 2026 is 
complicated by the introduction of the Carbon 
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM).  This is a tax 
which will be applied to carbon intensive imports 
entering the EU, including fertilisers, to reflect the 
carbon emitted in their production.  The precise 
price impact is not yet clear, but it has more 
significant implications for nitrogen relative to 
potassium and phosphorous based fertilisers. For 
2026 as a whole, it is forecast that fertiliser prices will 
increase by 10 percent on the 2025 level. 

Fertiliser usage in 2026 is forecast to remain 
unchanged on the 2025 level. With fuel prices 
expected to decrease, agricultural contracting 
charges in 2026 are forecast to remain unchanged on 
the 2025 level.  Overall, this means that pasture and 
forage costs per hectare are forecast to increase by 
5 percent in 2026. 

4.1.3 Electricity and Fuel – usage and 
price 2026 

As of November 2024, prospects for the US$/euro 
exchange rate in 2026 are somewhat uncertain with 
various assessments predicting either an 
appreciation or a depreciation. A conservative 
approach is adopted in this assessment based on the 
US$/euro remaining at the spot rate of US$1.16 
(November 2025) over the course of 2026. This 
would still represent a depreciation of the US 
currency relative to its average value of US$1.13 in 
2025.  An analysis of futures prices indicates that 
Brent crude oil could average US$56 in 2026 due to 
strong supplies and weaker demand.  This would 
represent a decrease of about 18 percent on the 
2025 level. 

At a US$/euro exchange rate of $1.16, the forecast 
annual Brent crude oil price for 2026 would be just 
under €49 pb, which would leave the annual average 
Brent crude oil price down 21 percent in euro terms 
in 2026 relative to the average for 2025.  Despite a 
further carbon tax increase planned for 2026, farm 
fuel prices are forecast to decline by between 7 
percent and 12 percent respectively for duty paid 
and green diesel.  Following an increase in electricity 
prices over the course of 2025, electricity prices are 
forecast to remain unchanged in 2026.  This would 
mean expenditure per hectare on electricity and fuel 
in 2026 would be down 10 percent on the 2025 level.   

http://tnet.teagasc.net/
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4.1.4 Other Direct and Fixed Costs – 
usage and price 2026 

In Ireland, prospects remain favourable, but 
economic growth is likely to be lower than in 2025. 
The unemployment rate to set to remain at 4.6% in 
2026, while employment is expected to continue to 
increase. A slightly higher rate of inflation is 
anticipated.  Lower exports growth in 2026 is 
anticipated as the tariff related export spike of 2025 
is not repeated. 

In agriculture an increase in wage rates in 2026 of 3 
percent is forecast.  The increase in general inflation 
affecting other direct costs in 2026 is forecast to be 
1 percent. At an overall farm level, fixed costs on 
dairy farms are forecast to fall marginally in 2026. 

4.1.5 Estimate of Total Input 
expenditure for 2026 

At the Dairy enterprise level, direct costs are forecast 
to increase by approximately 1 percent in 2026.  
Fixed costs for the Dairy enterprise are forecast to 
fall slightly.  Overall, total production costs per 
hectare are forecast to remain stable in 2026.  

4.2 The Outlook for Dairy Markets in 
2026 

Projections relating to the macroeconomy in 2026 
are conditioned on global growth prospects, which in 
turn are affected by geopolitical concerns and trade 
relationships, all of which continue to remain 
uncertain.  Global economic growth rates in 2026 are 
expected to be slightly lower than in 2025.  

Continuing steady economic growth is anticipated in 
the EU overall, with a more mixed picture at EU MS 
level. The US economy is expected to out-perform 
the EU.  China’s economic growth rate is expected to 
continue to slow. Rising borrowing costs and the 
continuing upward movement of AI stocks are a 
cause for concern.  

The world dairy market in 2025 was characterised by 
an emerging milk surplus in the key exporting 
regions.  This has resulted in a significant weakening 
in dairy commodity prices in Q4 of 2025.  

There was strong production growth in 2025 in key 
production regions, while demand has remained 
relatively unchanged.  The short-term dairy market 
outlook is 2026 is negative, given that dairy 
commodity prices have moved to lower levels in 
recent months.  

On the demand side, economic growth prospects, 
are reasonably positive, but stronger growth would 

be required to generate a level of demand which 
would support higher dairy commodity prices. 

On the supply side milk production by the main dairy 
exporters should increase by about 0.6 percent (1.7 
mt) in 2026.  

Movements in the GDT auction are usually indicative 
of short-term developments in global dairy 
commodity prices and in farm milk prices.  The GDT 
has continued to report negative price movements 
in recent auctions, indicating that the outlook for 
milk prices entering 2026 is quite unfavourable.  

Favourable weather in dairy regions along with 
improved margins and a recovery from the 
Bluetongue issue in 2024, meant that EU milk 
production increased in 2025. For 2026, given 
negative market price outlook no change in EU milk 
production is forecast. 

While environmental pressures continue to weigh on 
the EU dairy sector, there will be few such concerns 
in the US given the position of the current US 
administration.  For the US dairy market, the latest 
forecasts suggest a further 1.3 percent (1.3 mt) 
increase in US milk production in 2026.  This increase 
would reflect a combination of increased milk yields 
and increased cow numbers (USDA, 2025).  

There has been a relatively good start to the 2025/26 
milk production season in New Zealand which 
suggest that production for the calendar year 2026 is 
likely to be higher, perhaps by 1 percent (0.2mt).  

Milk production in Australia is likely to continue to 
decrease in 2026, perhaps by 2 percent (0.17 mt), 
while in Argentina further growth is expected, 
perhaps by 4 percent (0.4 mt).  

The Irish milk price significantly outperformed the 
EU27 average milk price in H2 2024 and H1 2025, 
largely due to the strength of the butter price and 
dairy commodities in general. However, with 
commodity prices now moving to a significantly 
lower level, particularly for butter, it can be expected 
that Irish milk prices will be disproportionately 
affected.  Irish milk prices are likely to be below the 
EU average in 2026.   

The short-term outlook for butter and other dairy 
commodity prices remains negative and is likely to 
persist into the peak season for Irish milk production 
in 2026.  The longer this period of market weakness 
continues, the greater will be the adverse impact on 
the annual average Irish milk price in 2026.  

It is forecast that the annual average Irish milk price 
for 2026 will be down approximately 20 percent on 
the 2025 level, giving an annual average milk price 

http://tnet.teagasc.net/
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(actual fat and protein VAT inclusive) of about 42 
cent per litre in 2026, equivalent to a base price of 
about 37 cent per litre.  

4.3 The Outlook for Milk Production in 
2026 

Irish milk production is estimated to have increased 
by 4 percent in 2025, with marginally lower cow 
numbers, offset by higher milk yields.  The milk price 
outlook for 2026 is unfavourable.  Cost pressures will 
remain, as will uncertainty relating to potential 
future changes to environmental policy, including 
nitrates limits. For the purposes of this outlook for 
2026, it is assumed that Ireland’s Nitrate Derogation 
is retained.  A decision on this is due in December of 
2025.  It is unlikely that we will see an increase in cow 
numbers as farmers wait to see how policy will 
evolve.  No change in milk production is forecast for 
2026, with a stable dairy cow population and milk 
yields assumed to remain stable also, contingent on 
normal weather conditions. 

4.4 The Outlook for Dairy Enterprise Net 
Margins in 2026 

This section considers the impact of changes in milk 
prices and production costs on gross and net margins 
on dairy farms in 2026.  Prices for feed and energy 
are forecast to decrease relative to 2025, but an 
increase in fertiliser prices is likely. No change in milk 
output per hectare is assumed for 2026.  

In 2026, profitability per hectare, as measured by net 
margin on the average dairy farm, is forecast to 
decrease by about 45 percent.  Average net margin 
per hectare is estimated to be €2,618 for 2025, and 
is forecast to fall to €1,454 in 2026, as illustrated in 
Figure 16. 

Figure 16: Average Gross Output and Net Margin 
per hectare for 2022 to 2025e with 
forecast for 2026 

 
Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data and Authors’ 

estimates. Note: e = estimate f= forecast. 

Figure 17 presents a margin forecast on a per litre 
basis for the average dairy farm, based on no change 
in milk production in 2026.  

Figure 17: Average Gross Output and Net Margin 
per litre in Ireland 2022 to 2025e, with 
forecast for 2026 

 

Source: National Farm Survey Data (Various Years) and Authors’ 
estimates.  Note: e = estimate  f = forecast. 

Given that the average milk price in 2026 is forecast 
to decrease by 20 percent compared to 2025, and 
with only a marginal change in production costs, this 
would mean that gross and net margins are forecast 
to decline in 2026.  However, with high beef prices 
expected to persist into 2026, it is likely that 
revenues from the sale of calves and cull cows will 
remain much higher than normal. There is a 
possibility that this beef output value in 2026 will 
exceed that achieved in 2025, as calf prices in the 
spring of 2026 (the period when most calves from 
dairy farms are sold) are likely to exceed the calf 
prices achieved in the same period in 2025. 

Taking account of the decrease in milk prices, the 
likely level of beef related output and production 
costs, the net margin per litre is forecast to decrease 
by about 45 percent in 2026, to an average of 11.5 
cent per litre.  

Given this calculated net margin, it is estimated that 
the average dairy farm income in 2026 would be 
€80,000. 

 

5. Concluding Comments 

Milk production costs have remained persistently 
high since 2022.  A slight increase in milk prices 
occurred in 2025, but the dairy market situation 
deteriorated in Q4.  

There was a significant improvement in net margin 
per hectare and per litre of milk produced in 2025, 
This was due a higher average milk price for the year 
as a whole, an increase in milk production, and 
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additional revenue from the sale of calves and cull 
cows. 

On average, it is estimated that dairy enterprise net 
margin per hectare increased by 29 percent in 2025 
to €2,618.   

In 2026 the annual average milk price is forecast to 
decrease relative to the 2025 level. On the 
assumption that normal weather is experienced in 
2026, production costs will remain high, generally in 
line with the 2025 level. 

Dairy farms will continue to operate in a high-cost 
environment in 2026.  With a negative milk price 
outlook and with milk production volume 
unchanged, there should be a sharp contraction in 
margins. 

It is forecast that total production costs will remain 
stable at about 35.8 cent per litre.  The average net 
margin per hectare and per litre in 2026 are likely to 
be down 45 percent on the 2025 level at €1,454 per 
hectare and 11.5 cent per litre.  

The average dairy farm income in 2025 is estimated 
to be €137,000 and is forecast to fall to €80,000 in 
2026. 
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Table A1: Average Gross and Net Margin of Milk Produced in 2023 and 2024 

 2023 2024 % Change 

 cent/litre 

Total Gross Output 43.95 52.90 +20 

Concentrate Costs 9.21 8.78 -5 

Pasture and Forage Costs 6.94 6.53 -6 

Other Direct Costs 5.21 5.41 +4 

Total Direct Costs 21.35 20.72 -3 

Gross Margin 22.59 32.19 +42 

Electricity and Fuel 3.00 3.0 - 

Labour 1.08 1.03 -5 

Other Fixed Costs 11.37 10.73 -6 

Total Fixed Costs 15.44 14.78 -4 

Total Costs 36.80 35.50 -4 

Net Margin 7.15 17.40 +143 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data 

 

Table A2: Average Net Margin per hectare* in 2023 and 2024 

  2023 2024 % Change 

Milk Produced litres/ha 11,690 11,364 -3 

Total Gross Output €/ha 5,136 6,017 +17 

Total Costs €/ha 4,255 3,993 -6 

Net Margin €/ha 911 2,025 +122 

* Hectare of forage area allocated to the dairy enterprise 
Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data 

 

Table A3: Output, costs and margin (cent per litre) for Top, Middle and Bottom one-thirds of farms in 2024 

 Top Middle Bottom 

  cent per litre  

Gross Output 54.36 52.74 51.62 

Concentrate Feeds 8.21 8.57 9.55 

Pasture & Forage  5.79 6.12 7.67 

Other Direct Costs 5.14 5.40 5.68 

Electricity & Fuel 2.63 2.81 3.61 

Labour 1.75 0.92 0.43 

Other Fixed Costs 10.89 10.92 10.81 

Total Costs 34.21 34.55 37.70 

Net Margin  20.15 18.19 13.92 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data  
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Table A4: Output and profit per hectare for Top, Middle and Bottom one third of farms in 2024 

  Top Middle Bottom 

Stocking rate  cows/ha 2.41 2.04 1.75 

Milk produced litres per ha 14,728 11,331 8,070 

Concentrates fed per cow  kg 1,464 1,382 1,229 

Concentrates fed per litre of milk produced kg 0.24 0.24 0.26 

Gross output € per ha 7,999 5,962 4,112 

Direct Costs  € per ha 2,843 2,309 1,841 

Gross Margin  € per ha 5,156 3,653 2,271 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data 

 

Table A5: Average Gross and Net Margin per litre of Milk Produced 2023-2026f 

 2023 2024 2025e 2026f 

 cent per litre 

Total Gross Output 43.95 52.90 57.00 47.31 

Concentrate Costs 9.21 8.78 8.94 8.85 

Pasture and Forage Costs 6.94 6.53 6.75 7.09 

Other Direct Costs 5.21 5.41 5.25 5.30 

Total Direct Costs 21.35 20.72 20.94 21.24 

Gross Margin 22.59 32.19 36.06 26.07 

Electricity and Fuel 3.00 3.02 2.92 2.63 

Hired Labour 1.08 1.03 1.00 1.03 

Other Fixed Costs 11.36 10.73 10.85 10.92 

Total Fixed Costs 15.44 14.78 14.77 14.58 

Total Costs 36.80 35.50 35.71 35.82 

Net Margin 7.15 17.40 21.29 11.49 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Data.  Figures for 2025 are estimates, Figures for 2026 are forecasts. 
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Review of Cattle Farming in 2025 and Outlook for 2026 
 

Jason Loughrey and Kevin Hanrahan 
 

Agricultural Economics and Farm Surveys Department, Teagasc 

 

1. Introduction 

This paper presents estimates for the returns from 
cattle production in 2025. The paper contains a 
review of the economic performance of Irish cattle 
farms in 2024 based on data provided by the 
Teagasc National Farm Survey 2024 (Dillon et al. 
2025). The paper also includes forecasts for the 
economic situation on Irish cattle farms in 2026. 

Unless stated otherwise, all figures referred to in 
this paper are in nominal terms and all enterprise 
output and profit estimates exclude the value of 
decoupled income support payments and are 
expressed per hectare. 
 

2. Review of the Economic Performance 
of Beef Farms in 2024 

The trends in average family farm income (FFI) for 
the two types of cattle farm systems identified in 
the Teagasc NFS over the period 2017 to 2024 are 
shown in Figure 1. In 2024, the average FFI on 
Teagasc NFS Cattle Other farms increased by 32 
percent compared with 2023 levels to €18,182 per 
farm. The average FFI on Teagasc NFS Cattle Rearing 
farms increased by 97 percent compared with 2023 
levels to €13,788 per farm. 

Figure 1:  Average Family Farm Income on Cattle 
Rearing and Cattle Other Farm Systems: 
2016 to 2024 

 

Source: 2024 Teagasc National Farm Survey (2025) 

 

2.1 Irish Beef Enterprise Performance in 
2024 

This section discusses the output and cost structure 
of Single Suckling and Cattle Finishing enterprises in 
Ireland. In this year’s enterprise analysis, we 
continue to present results based on the two-way 
categorisation of Irish cattle enterprises: Single 
Suckling and Cattle Finishing enterprises first used 
in Breen and Hanrahan (2012) and as reported in 
the Teagasc NFS cattle enterprise fact sheets 
(Teagasc, 2025a and 2025b). 

Single Suckling enterprises in the analysis that 
follows are enterprises with more than 10 cows, 
while the Cattle Finishing enterprises analysed are 
those with more than 10 livestock units where more 
than 70 percent of the animals sold off the farm 
were sold for slaughter. In total, these two 
enterprises were present on more than 33,600 
farms nationally. 

Farms with these enterprises have been ranked on 
the basis of gross margin earned per hectare and 
each farm enterprise group has been broken into 
three equally sized sub-groups, which we have 
termed farms that are least profitable, those that 
have average profitability and those that are most 
profitable. 

Single Suckling: In 2024, the average direct costs of 
production per hectare for Single Suckling 
enterprises varied from €553 on the middle-third of 
profitable farms to €747 on the bottom one-third of 
profitable farms. The average direct costs of 
production per hectare were €705 per hectare for 
the top one-third of farms (see Figure 2). 

For this enterprise, the cost of concentrate feed, 
along with the cost of pasture and winter forage 
typically accounts for approximately 80 percent of 
the direct costs of production. In 2024, the average 
expenditure on concentrate feed was highest for 
the bottom third of farms at €235 per hectare. This 
is despite the much lower gross output on these 
farms relative to the top-third and middle-third of 
farms. The average expenditure on concentrate 
feed was €205 per hectare on the top third of farms 
and €146 per hectare on the middle-third of farms. 

0

5,000

10,000

15,000

20,000

25,000

2016 2018 2020 2022 2024

eu
ro

Cattle Rearing Cattle Other

http://tnet.teagasc.net/


 ANNUAL REVIEW AND OUTLOOK 2026 

 

Outlook 2026 | Cattle 20 

 

Figure 2:  Variation in Total Direct Costs and Gross 
Output on Single Suckling enterprises in 
2024 

 

Source: 2024 Teagasc National Farm Survey (2025) 

Figure 2 also shows that there was considerable 
variability in the average gross output per hectare 
between the least profitable and most profitable 
farms. The most profitable one-third of Single 
Suckling enterprises achieved an average gross 
output of €1,806 per hectare, compared with an 
average gross output of €872 per hectare on the 
least profitable one third of Single Suckling 
enterprises. 

This variability in average gross output is associated 
with higher average stocking rates on the more 
profitable farms. In 2024, the most profitable Single 
Suckling enterprises had an average stocking rate of 
1.68 livestock units (LU) per hectare compared with 
1.13 LU per hectare on those Single Suckling 
enterprises with the lowest levels of profitability. 

The capacity of farms to operate at high stocking 
rates is in part determined by the quality of the land 
farmed. In 2024, 58 percent of the most profitable 
Single Suckling enterprises farmed very good soils, 
whereas the proportion of the least profitable 
Single Suckling farms on very good soils was 
considerably lower at 28 percent. 

The most profitable one-third of Single Suckling 
enterprises in 2024 had an average gross output per 
hectare that was over double the average output 
per hectare on the least profitable one-third of 
enterprises. However, the average direct costs per 
hectare were lower for the most profitable group 
(€705 per hectare) relative to the least profitable 
group (€748 per hectare) 

Cattle Finishing: The second cattle enterprise 
category analysed is the Cattle Finishing enterprise. 
The enterprises analysed were again ranked on the 

basis of gross margin per hectare and assigned to 
three equally sized groups in terms of profitability 
termed least, average and most profitable. 

Average direct costs of production per hectare were 
highest on the most profitable farms and lowest on 
those farms in the middle third of profitability (see 
Figure 3). In 2024, the total expenditure on 
concentrate feed on the average Cattle Finishing 
enterprise was approximately double the amount 
for the average Single Suckling enterprise.  

The most profitable one-third of Cattle Finishing 
enterprises had a gross output of €2,704 per 
hectare compared with €833 per hectare on the 
least profitable Cattle Finishing enterprises. 

Relative to the Single Suckling enterprise, there is a 
larger degree of heterogeneity in gross output per 
hectare across the Cattle Finishing enterprises 
analysed. This greater diversity reflects the differing 
levels of production intensity on these farms. The 
average stocking rate on the least profitable Cattle 
Finishing enterprises was 1.08 LU per hectare, while 
the average stocking rate on the most profitable 
one-third of Cattle Finishing enterprises was 1.77 LU 
per hectare.  

In general, more profitable Cattle Finishing 
enterprises were on farms with better soils, 76 
percent of the most profitable Cattle Finishing 
enterprises farmed very good soils compared to 56 
percent of the least profitable farms. 

Figure 3:  Variation in Total Direct Costs and Gross 
Output on Cattle Finishing Enterprises 
in 2024 

 

Source: 2024 Teagasc National Farm Survey (2025) 

The results presented in Figure 2 and Figure 3 
highlight the differences in costs per hectare on 
Single Suckling and Cattle Finishing enterprises. 
However, there is even greater variation in gross 
output across different cattle farm enterprises. 
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While higher levels of gross output per hectare are 
in general associated with farming on better than 
average soils, the difference in technical 
performance and productivity between the top 
one-third and bottom one-third of Cattle Finishing 
enterprises remains striking. 

Average overhead costs per hectare on the Cattle 
Finishing and Single Sucking enterprises were €507 
and €470 per hectare respectively (see Appendix 
Table A1 and Table A2 at the end of this paper). 

On Single Suckling farms, the net margins improved 
in 2024 relative to 2023 due to higher live cattle 
prices and a decline in overhead costs. On average, 
Cattle Finishing enterprises in 2024 earned a better 
net margin per hectare relative to the average 
Single Suckling enterprise. This improvement can be 
mainly attributed to higher finished cattle prices, a 
decrease in concentrate feed costs and lower 
overhead costs. The average net margin is reported 
as positive for both the Cattle Finishing enterprise 
in 2024 (+€276 per hectare) and for the average 
Single Suckling enterprise (+€108 per hectare). 

Figure 4 shows the net margins earned on the two 
cattle enterprises analysed. Figure 4 illustrates that 
in 2024 the most profitable one-third and middle-
third of Single Suckling enterprises earned positive 
net margins. A similar conclusion is evident in the 
case of Cattle Finishing enterprises with the top and 
middle third of profitability earning positive net 
margins. 

Figure 4:  Cattle Enterprise Net Margins per 
hectare in 2024 

 

Source: 2024 Teagasc National Farm Survey (2025) 

 

3. Estimated Performance of Irish Cattle 
Farms in 2025 

This section of the paper presents an estimate of 
the economic performance of Irish cattle 

enterprises in 2025. A discussion of the estimated 
changes in input usage and input costs in 2025 is 
first presented and this is followed by a discussion 
of estimated changes in output value. Estimates of 
margins earned by Single Suckling and Cattle 
Finishing enterprises in 2025 are then presented. 

Estimates for 2025 margins are based on relatively 
small declines (one percent) in the intensity of 
production per hectare on the average cattle 
finishing farm. The impact of changes in the 
intensity of production on individual enterprises 
would be expected to vary from farm to farm. In 
some cases, a change in intensity may increase 
profitability, in others it could give rise to lower 
margins. In 2025, prime beef production is lower 
than in 2024 (DAFM 2025b). Aggregate national 
suckler cow inventories have also declined in 2025 
relative to 2024 (DAFM 2025c). 

3.1 Estimated Input Usage and Price 
2025 

3.1.1 Feedstuffs in 2025 

Purchased feed is an important element of the 
direct costs of beef production in Ireland. Typically, 
this cost item accounts for approximately 30 
percent of total direct costs on Single Suckling 
enterprises and 45 percent of direct costs on Cattle 
Finishing enterprises.  

In spring 2025, grass growing conditions were 
favourable relative to previous years. This would 
normally contribute to lower demand for 
concentrate feed purchases. However, the sharp 
increase in finished cattle prices incentivised cattle 
finishers to increase purchases of concentrate feed. 
Overall, it is estimated that concentrate feed use 
increased by 4 percent per hectare on cattle 
finishing enterprises in 2025 relative to 2024. It is 
estimated that concentrate feed use was 
unchanged on Single Suckling enterprises in 2025 
relative to 2024. 

Figure 5 presents the CSO monthly price index for 
cattle feed stuffs for the period January 2020 to 
August 2025. In August 2025, cattle feed prices 
were just 0.5 percent lower relative to the prices 
reported in August 2024. 0verall, we estimate that 
average cattle feed prices were unchanged in 2025 
relative to 2024. This estimate accounts for the final 
quarter of the year. 

We estimate that expenditure on concentrates by 
cattle finishing farms in 2025 increased by 4 percent 
relative to 2024. We estimate that expenditure on 
concentrates by Single Suckling farms in 2025 was 
unchanged in 2025 relative to 2024. 
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Figure 5:   Monthly Price Index of Cattle Meal in 
Ireland 2020 to 2025 

 

Source: CSO (2025a) 

3.1.2 Fertiliser in 2025 

Figure 6 presents monthly data on fertiliser prices 
since 2020. Fertiliser prices increased dramatically 
in early 2022 but eventually declined in 2023 and 
2024. Fertiliser prices increased by 9 percent in 
2025 relative to 2024. In addition to increased usage 
(approximately 9 percent), the increase in Irish 
fertiliser prices contributes to higher overall 
fertiliser expenditure on Irish cattle farms in 2025. 

We estimate no change in contracting charges for 
2025 compared to 2024. Overall expenditure on 
pasture and forage by cattle farmers in 2025 is 
estimated to have been higher than in 2024 and this 
is attributed to higher fertiliser expenditure. 

Figure 6: Monthly Price Index of Fertiliser in 
Ireland from 2020 to 2025 

 

Source: CSO (2025a) 

 

3.1.3 Electricity and Fuel in 2025 

Average fuel expenditure on Irish cattle farms is 
estimated to be 2 percent lower in 2025 relative to 
the 2024 level. The average electricity expenditure 
on Irish cattle farms is estimated to be unchanged 
in 2025 relative to 2024. 

3.1.4 All Other Direct and Overhead 
Costs– usage and price 2025 

Hourly wages in Ireland are estimated to have 
increased by 5 percent in 2025; however, given the 
low usage of hired labour on Irish cattle farms, this 
development does not have a major impact on costs 
of production. Increased veterinary costs contribute 
towards an estimated 2 percent increase in other 
direct costs for the average cattle enterprise in 
2025. It is estimated that overhead costs (excluding 
electricity and fuel) increased by 1 percent in 2025. 
 

3.1.5 Estimate of Total Direct Costs for 
2025 

Figure 7 compares the average direct costs of 
production for the Single Suckling and Cattle 
Finishing enterprises in 2024 with the estimated 
direct costs for 2025. 

Figure 7:   2024 Direct Costs and Estimated 2025 
Direct Costs for Single Suckling (SS) and 
Cattle Finishing (CF) Enterprises 

 

Source: 2024 Teagasc National Farm Survey (2025) and Author’s 
Estimates 2025 

On average, total direct costs are estimated to have 
increased by 4 percent on Single Suckling farms and 
by 5 percent on Cattle Finishing farms in 2025. 
These increases are mainly due to higher 
expenditure on fertiliser and some increases in 
expenditure on concentrate feed on Cattle Finishing 
farms. 

In 2025, there are limited changes in total overhead 
costs. The overall costs of production in 2025 are 
estimated to have increased by 3 percent on both 
Single Suckling and Cattle Finishing farms. 
 

3.2 Estimated Output Values 2025 

The value of gross output on Single Suckling 
enterprises is estimated to have increased 
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dramatically in 2025, with much higher prices for 
weanlings and store cattle observed during the 
important autumn months.  

In our estimates for 2025, we have included the 
payments made to cattle farmers under the Suckler 
Carbon Efficiency Programme (SCEP) and the 
National Beef Welfare Scheme (NBWS). The 
payments under these schemes are contingent on 
farmers undertaking specified measures and are 
coupled to production (Egan 2023a; Egan 2023b). 

These two schemes contribute to our estimates of 
gross output value in 2025. We estimate a small 
increase in coupled payments in 2025 relative to 
2024 for the average Single Suckling enterprise. This 
is due to the higher payments for the NBWS. This 
estimate represents the average situation for all 
such farms. However, some cattle farms with 
suckler cows are not participating in these schemes 
and receive no payments on a per hectare basis. In 
2024 415,000 suckler cows (from a December 
inventory of 768,000 cows) were in the SCEP 
scheme (DAFM, 2025e). For farms participating in 
these schemes, the actual payments per hectare are 
therefore significantly larger than the average 
estimates suggest. 

Figure 8 presents average R3 steer and weanling 
prices for the period 2015 to 2024 and an estimate 
for 2025. The weanling price refers to the value of 
bullocks in the 300-349 kg weight bracket. The 
estimated annual average R3 base steer price for 
2025 of €757/100kg (including VAT) represents a 40 
percent increase on the price level in 2024. The 
average weanling price is estimated to be 
approximately 70 percent higher in 2025 relative to 
2024. 

Figure 8:  Finished and Live Cattle Prices in Ireland 
2015 to 2025 

 

Source: DG Agri. and CSO; * Author’s estimate 2025 

Figure 9 shows that the average gross output in 
2025 is estimated to be higher than the levels 
observed in 2024. In 2025, the value of output per 
hectare on Single Suckling farms is estimated to be 
€2,003 (an increase of 61 percent on the level in 
2024). In 2025, the value of output per hectare on 
Cattle Finishing farms is estimated to be €1,830 (an 
increase of 14 percent on the level in 2024). On both 
Single Suckling farms and Cattle Finishing farms, the 
increases in Gross Output are mainly due to 
increases in output prices. An increase in payments 
from the NBWS scheme contributes to the increase 
on the average Single Suckling enterprise. The 
percentage increase on Cattle Finishing farms is 
much less than for Single Suckling farms. This is due 
to the very large increases in the prices paid by 
Cattle Finishing farms for weanlings and store cattle 
purchased in. 

Figure 9:  2024 Gross Output for Single Suckling 
(SS) and Cattle Finishing (CF) 
Enterprises and Estimate for 2025 

 

Source: 2024 National Farm Survey (2025) and Author’s 
Estimates 2025 

In 2025, the average Gross output per hectare was 
higher on Single Suckling enterprises than for Cattle 
Finishing enterprises, a reversal of the pattern 
observed in previous years. 

There is a large degree of variation in the value of 
gross output per hectare between the least 
profitable, those with average profitability and 
most profitable groups of Cattle Finishing 
enterprises. Table A2 shows that the most 
profitable Cattle Finishing enterprises in 2025 are 
estimated to have produced an average level of 
gross output per hectare (€3,079 per hectare) that 
was 350 percent higher than the average value of 
output per hectare on the least profitable group of 
Cattle Finishing enterprises (€948 per hectare).  
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3.3 Beef Enterprise Margin Estimates 
for 2025 

On Single Suckling enterprises in 2025, the margins 
are much higher relative to 2024. Single Suckling 
enterprises in 2025, are on average estimated to 
have a net margin of €837 per hectare. For the 
average Cattle Finishing enterprise, net margins on 
a per hectare basis are estimated to have increased 
in 2025 but to a lesser extent than for the Single 
Suckling enterprise. Cattle Finishing enterprises are 
estimated to have earned a positive average net 
margin of €457 per hectare. 

Table A1 and Table A2 in the appendix to this paper 
decompose the Single Suckling and Cattle Finishing 
population into 3 groups of equal number on the 
basis of profitability (gross margin per hectare) and 
presents estimates of gross output, direct costs, 
gross margin and net margin for 2025. 

For Single Suckling enterprises, the top one-third of 
farmers earned positive net margins in excess of 
€1,500 per hectare. This indicates the very high 
efficiency of these farms in operating with relatively 
low costs of production. In 2025, the average net 
margin is positive for the bottom-third of Single 
Suckling enterprises. This contrasts strongly with 
recent years when the bottom-third of farms 
typically achieved negative net margins. 

4. Outlook for 2026 

In this section, we forecast the expenditure for 
various input items and the beef price that is most 
likely to prevail in 2026. We provide a forecast of 
the incomes from the production of cattle in 2026. 

4.1 The Outlook for Input Expenditure 

4.1.1 Feedstuffs in 2026 

Global cereal and oilseed futures market prices 
point to limited changes in feed prices in 2026. We 
forecast a 1 percent decrease in concentrate feed 
prices for 2026. We forecast no change in the 
volume of feed used on Single Suckling enterprises 
for 2026. A 1 percent decrease is forecast for Cattle 
Finishing enterprises. These forecasts are based on 
the assumption of normal weather conditions in 
2026. 
 

4.1.2 Fertiliser in 2026 

Given the developments in global supply and 
demand, the outlook for international fertiliser 
prices in 2026 is for the price of fertilisers to be 
higher relative to 2025. In our 2026 forecast, we 
forecast that total expenditure on pasture and 
forage by Irish cattle farmers will be slightly higher 

relative to the 2025 level. This is attributed to a 
forecast 10 percent increase in fertiliser prices. 

4.1.3 Electricity and Fuel in 2026 

Fuel costs in 2026 will depend mainly on the 
evolution of crude oil prices. Current futures prices 
suggest that crude oil prices will decrease in 2026 
relative to 2025 prices. Our forecast is that fuel 
prices in 2025 will be 7 percent lower relative to 
2025. 

4.1.4 Other Direct and Fixed Costs in 
2026 

The cost of labour is forecast to increase slightly in 
2026. However, on the average Irish cattle 
enterprise hired labour costs are very small and 
inflation in labour costs is not expected to have a 
major impact on overall costs of production. We 
forecast an increase in other direct costs (including 
veterinary) of 2 percent in 2026. This is mainly 
attributed to a forecast increase in veterinary costs. 
Other overhead (fixed) costs are forecast to be 1 
percent higher in 2026.  

4.2 The Outlook for Cattle and Beef 
Markets 2026 

Ireland exports close to 90 percent of its beef 
production (CSO 2025b). Conditions in markets to 
which Irish beef and cattle are exported largely 
determine Irish cattle prices; though supply 
developments in Ireland can cause Irish cattle prices 
to deviate from export market prices over the short 
run. 

Figure 10 illustrates the destinations of Irish beef 
exports in 2025 (year to the end of August). The UK 
remains the most important export destination for 
Irish beef with a current export share of 43 per cent. 
The importance of the EU in Ireland’s beef exports 
is also evident from Figure 10.  

France remains the EU member state with the 
highest export share of Irish beef exports at 12 
percent. Exports to the Netherlands and Italy 
remain important with export shares of 8 percent 
and 5 percent respectively. Exports to other EU 
destinations are high at 23 percent. The main 
contributors to this percentage include Germany, 
Belgium, Sweden and Spain. The share of exports to 
the rest of the world (ROW) remains significant at 9 
percent.  

The European Commission reports that the 
consumption of beef is declining in the EU-27 
(European Commission 2025b). At the same time, 
beef production is also declining in many EU 
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member states, which counters the negative effect 
of reduced demand on market prices. 

In Western European countries, consumer prices for 
beef increased in 2025. In France, the increase in 
beef prices is a continuation of the pattern of recent 
years (INSEE France 2025a, 2025b). In 2025, the 
increase in consumer beef prices appears much 
more acute in the UK with the CPI index for beef and 
veal increasing 24 percent between January and 
October (ONS 2025). Similar price increases are 
evident in Ireland (CSO 2025c).  

In Germany, the CPI index for beef and veal is 13.6 
percent higher in October 2025 relative to October 
2024 (Federal Statistical Office of Germany 2025) 
and 32.9 percent in the Netherlands during the 
same period (Statistics Netherlands 2025). This may 
relate to the exceptional recent drop in beef 
production in the Netherlands as a result of the 
Bluetongue virus. 

Figure 10:  Estimate of Irish Beef Export Markets 
by Volume in 2025 

 

Source: Eurostat COMEXT, January to August (2025) 

Figure 11 shows a comparison of beef prices in 
Ireland with the EU and UK. Figure 11 shows that 
beef prices in the UK continued to increase sharply 
in Q1 2025 but declined during Q2 2025. Despite 
these price declines, UK prices remain well above 
the levels observed in 2024. The AHDB reports more 
detailed statistics in different UK regions (AHDB 
2025e).  

Figure 11 shows a strong increase in the average 
young bull price across the EU27. This represents 
the average young bull price in the EU. There is high 
variation between EU member states with average 
prices currently well above €7 per kg in France, 
Germany and Spain but below this level in Belgium, 
Denmark and Netherlands (European Commission 
2025c). 

Figure 11 shows that UK steer prices have generally 
tended to exceed Irish steer prices until 2025. This 
pattern is attributed to the preference among UK 
consumers for beef sourced in Britain. However, UK 
beef production is 4 percent lower in 2025 relative 
to 2024. In combination with lower beef production 
in Ireland, this has supported Irish beef prices. 

The gap between UK and Irish prices is now 
(November 2025) well below the long run average 
of approximately 10 percent. For the short-term, it 
is expected that this situation will hold. This is due 
to the declining number of cattle aged between 1 
and 2 years in the UK (AHDB 2025b; DEFRA 2025b). 
Calf birth registrations appear to be on the rise in H1 
2025 (AHDB 2025c). However, the magnitude of the 
increase appears relatively small and will take time 
to have much impact on beef supply in the UK.  

Figure 11:  Monthly EU, UK and Irish Finished Cattle 
Prices 2019 to 2025 (Excl. VAT) 

 

Source: DG Agriculture and Rural Development, AHDB and ECB. 
Ireland and UK Steer R3, EU27 Young Bull R3. 

In the short run, the outlook for prime beef supplies 
in Ireland are determined by the current inventories 
of animals aged 1-2 years. Data from the 
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine 
(DAFM) AIMS database provide insights into 
developments in these inventories. Inventories for 
animals aged 12-24 months of age are significantly 
lower relative to the levels observed 12 months 
previously (DAFM 2025c). Overall, we forecast a 4 
percent decrease in prime beef production for 
2026. 

EU production of beef in 2026 is forecast to be 
similar relative to 2025 (European Commission 
2025d). However, the number of cattle in key EU 
export destinations is significantly lower in June 
2025 relative to June 2024. This points to a 
continued decline in beef supply in markets, which 
are of most relevance to the beef sector in Ireland.  

In the medium term, inventories of breeding 
animals are the key determinant of future beef 
supply. Figure 12 illustrates the recent trends in 
dairy and beef cow inventories in the EU (readers 
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should note the different scales on the left and right 
axes). In anticipation of the abolition of EU milk 
quota in April 2015, the numbers of dairy cows in 
the EU increased, however low levels of profitability 
in many member states subsequently reversed this 
trend.  

Figure 12:  EU27 Cow Numbers 2009 - 2024 

 

Source: Own elaboration based on Eurostat (2025) 

Dairy cows account for almost two-thirds of the 
stock of cows in the EU. Under the CAP, many 
Member States have coupled direct payments 
related to both numbers of dairy and suckler cows 
and these policy measures will tend to mitigate 
some of the impact of on-going low levels of 
profitability on cow numbers. Beef cow numbers 
declined in 2024 in many EU member states 
including Ireland, France and Spain. Dairy cow 
numbers declined notably in Germany in 2024 and 
to a lesser extent in many other EU member states 
including Ireland, France, Italy and the Netherlands.  

In the UK, there were notable declines in the size of 
the breeding herd and particularly for non-dairy 
cows. This points to some further contraction in UK 
beef production in the medium-term (beyond 
2025). 

Our forecast is for a 5 percent increase in the annual 
average finished cattle price in 2026 relative to the 
annual average in 2025. This equates to a price of 
approximately €795/100kg (including VAT) for the 
average R3 steer. 

Our forecast is that prices for weanling cattle will 
decrease by 5 percent in 2026 relative to the 2025 
levels. Gross output for the average Single Suckling 
enterprise is therefore forecast to be slightly lower 
relative to the estimated 2025 levels. 
 

4.2.1 Outlook for Beef Enterprise Net 
Margins in 2026 

In 2026, the evolution of the net margin on cattle 
farm enterprises will be influenced by cattle sales, 
cattle purchases and input expenditures. 

Figure 13 compares the estimated and forecast 
average direct costs per hectare in 2025 and 2026 
for the Single Suckling and Cattle Finishing 
enterprises. On both enterprises, the level of 
expenditure on pasture and forage is expected to be 
slightly higher in 2026 relative to 2025. This is 
mainly due to the forecast increase in the price of 
fertiliser. 

Concentrate feed prices are forecast to be 1 percent 
lower in 2026 relative to 2025. The quantity of 
concentrate feed usage on Cattle Finishing farms is 
forecast to be unchanged in 2026. This forecast is 
based on the assumption of normal weather 
conditions in 2026. 

On a per hectare basis, the direct costs are forecast 
to increase by 2 percent on the average Single 
Suckling enterprise and by 1 percent on the average 
Cattle Finishing enterprise. 

Figure 13: Estimated Direct Costs for 2025 and 
Forecast Direct Costs for 2026 

 

Source: Author’s Estimates 2025 and Forecasts 2026 

Figure 14 shows the estimated gross margin on both 
cattle enterprises in 2025 and the forecast gross 
margins for 2026. For 2026, the gross margin for the 
average Single Suckling enterprise is forecast to 
decrease by approximately 5 percent to €1,236 per 
hectare. On a per hectare basis, the gross margin for 
the average Cattle Finishing enterprise is forecast to 
increase by approximately 16 percent in 2026 to 
€1,121 per hectare. 
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Figure 14:  2025 Gross Margin for Single Suckling 
(SS) and Cattle Finishing (CF) 
Enterprises and Forecasts for 2026  

 

Source: Author’s Estimates for 2025 and Forecasts for 2026 

In terms of net margins, the forecast is that the 
average Cattle Finishing farms will have a higher net 
margin in 2026 relative to 2025 with a forecast of 
€616 per hectare. Net margins for the Single 
Suckling enterprise are forecast to decline in 2026 
relative to 2025 but remain well above previous 
levels. For the average Single Suckling enterprise, a 
positive net margin per hectare of €767 is forecast 
for 2026. 

5. Concluding Comments 

In 2025, there were major improvements in relation 
to the economics of cattle farming in Ireland. 
However, there was large variation in the 
distribution of these improvements. Young cattle 
prices performed extremely well during the autumn 
and this strongly benefitted farms with a Single 
Suckling enterprise. There is improvement in 
margins for the average Cattle Finishing enterprise 
but the magnitude of improvement is much less 
striking than for the Single Suckling enterprise. 

In 2025, Cattle farms benefitted from relatively 
stable prices for many key inputs although price 
increases are evident for some inputs including 
fertiliser and veterinary expenses. The NBWS 
scheme and particularly the SCEP scheme 
supported gross output and gross margins on many 
Single Suckling farms.  

On a per hectare basis, gross and net margins for 
Cattle Finishing enterprises are estimated to be 
higher in 2025 relative to 2024. The levels of profit 
forecast for both Cattle enterprises in 2026 are well 
above the averages observed over the period 2015-
2024. 

In the short-term, the markets for beef remain 
strong globally (AHDB 2025d). Beef production in 

the United States is set to be at its lowest level since 
2016. The continued declines in the breeding cattle 
herd in the UK, France and Germany means that the 
prospects for beef prices in Ireland are reasonably 
good for the short-term. 

After substantial increases during 2025, prices for 
young cattle are forecast to decline slightly in 2026. 
However, the margins on the average Single 
Suckling enterprise are forecast to remain much 
higher relative to those achieved prior to 2025. The 
suckler cow herd in Ireland has declined 
continuously since 2016 with the total number of 
suckler cows almost 30 percent lower relative to 
that time. At the very least, the vast improvement 
in returns to suckler farming will incentivise a 
reduction in the rate of decline in the suckler cow 
herd over the next few years.  

Our forecast for 2026 is for an average R3 steer 
price of approximately €7.95 per kg. This is 5 
percent above the average price achieved in 2025 
but is similar to the price observed in November 
2025. Cattle finishing enterprises face significant 
risks with uncertain prices for finished cattle. For 
2026, we forecast that weanling prices will be 5 per 
cent lower than in 2025. 

A continued challenge facing the wider Irish beef 
industry is developing new markets for Irish beef 
that will reduce the dependence of the industry on 
the UK market that has traditionally been Ireland’s 
second “home” market. Consumer prices for beef in 
the UK increased strongly in 2025 but there is a 
preference among UK consumers for beef sourced 
in Britain. 

The estimates and forecasts contained in this 
analysis relate to two cattle enterprises, which 
account for the majority of cattle enterprises in 
Ireland. However, these estimates and forecasts do 
not fully address the overall farm income on cattle 
farms in Ireland. In particular, the contribution of 
subsidies and income from other farm enterprises 
are important components in the calculation of 
overall family farm income. 

In the Teagasc National Farm Survey report, income 
statistics are published in relation to the Cattle 
Rearing system and the Cattle Other system (Dillon 
et al 2025). Our estimates indicate that family farm 
income increased on the Cattle Rearing system from 
€13,788 in 2024 to €30,000 in 2025 and on the 
Cattle Other system from €18,182 in 2024 to 
€23,000 in 2025. Our forecast is that family farm 
income will decrease on the Cattle Rearing system 
to €28,500 in 2026 and increase on the Cattle Other 
system to €26,000 in 2026. 
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In addition to assumptions in relation to market 
prices and volumes of production, these numbers 
are based on the assumption that the composition 
of both cattle farm systems does not change from 
one year to the next. In practice, the average farm 
income can be influenced by changes in the 
composition of the farming system from one year to 
the next. 

The forecast decline in domestic beef production 
may have some influence on beef prices in Ireland 
during 2026. However, the main determinant of 
Irish cattle prices will continue to be the evolution 
of the supply and demand for beef on UK, EU and 
global beef markets. The prospects for the beef 
sector appear positive entering 2026 and the 
general outlook for 2026 is positive for cattle 
farmers in Ireland. 

 

 
References 
 
AHDB (2025a) Beef market outlook, July 2025, 

Issue 2. Available to view at 
https://ahdb.org.uk/beef-market-outlook 

AHDB (2025b) GB cattle populations fall for the 
tenth consecutive year. Available to view at 
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/gb-populations-fall-
for-the-tenth-consecutive-year 

AHDB (2025c) GB calf registrations: Births to dairy 
dams increase in Q2 2025. Available to view at 
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/gb-calf-registrations-
births-to-dairy-dams-increase-in-q2-2025 

AHDB (2025d) Shortness in supply and strong 
demand continues to strengthen global prices: 
Beef market update. Available to view at 
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/shortness-in-supply-
and-strong-demand-continues-to-strengthen-
global-prices-beef-market-update 

AHDB (2025e) GB deadweight cattle prices by 
region. Available to view at 
https://ahdb.org.uk/beef/gb-deadweight-
cattle-prices-by-region 

Breen, J.P. and K. Hanrahan (2012) “Situation and 
Outlook for Cattle 2012/2013” in Outlook 2013: 
Economics of Agriculture. Edited by A. Kinsella. 
Teagasc. Available to download at 
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publica
tions/2010/outlook2013.pdf 

Central Bank of Ireland (2025). Euro Foreign 
Exchange Rates, Available from 

https://www.centralbank.ie/statistics/interest-
rates-exchange-rates/exchange-rates 

CSO (2025a) Agricultural Price Indices 2025. 
Available to download at 
https://www.cso.ie/en/statistics/agriculture/ag
riculturalpriceindices/ 

CSO (2025b) Meat Supply Balance Sheet 2024 
Available to download at 
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications
/ep/p-msb/meatsupplybalance2024/ 

CSO (2024c) National Average Price by Consumer 
Item and Month, Available to download at 
https://statbank.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/statire/Se
lectVarVal/Define.asp?Maintable=CPM12&PLa
nguage=0 

DAFM (2025a) Quarterly Summary Report for Feed 
Usage (Various Issues). 

DAFM (2025b) Meat Market Report- various weeks. 
Meat and Milk Policy Division, Department of 
Agriculture, Food and the Marine. 
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/b8452-meat-
market-report/#2025 

DAFM (2025c) Age Profile for Dairy and Beef 
animals.  Available to download at 
https://www.gov.ie/en/collection/f55f2-
bovine-birth-and-movements-monthly-
reports/#age-profile-for-dairy-and-beef-
animals 

DAFM (2025d) Scheme Payments Update. 
Available to download at 
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/ceea9-
scheme-payments-update/ 

DAFM (2025e) CAP Strategic Plan 2023-2027 
Implementation. November 2025. Presentation 
made to the CSP Monitoring Committee 
meeting, November 24th 2025.  

DEFRA (2025a) United Kingdom Slaughter Statistics 
– October 2024. Available to download at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/catt
le-sheep-and-pig-slaughter 

DEFRA (2025b) Livestock numbers in England and 
the UK – June 2025. Available to download at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/live
stock-populations-in-england 

https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/live
stock-populations-in-the-united-kingdom 

Dillon E., Donnellan T., Moran B. and J. Lennon 
(2025) Teagasc National Farm Survey Results 
2024. Agricultural Economics and Farm Surveys 
Department, Teagasc. Available to download at 

http://tnet.teagasc.net/
https://ahdb.org.uk/beef-market-outlook
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/gb-populations-fall-for-the-tenth-consecutive-year
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/gb-populations-fall-for-the-tenth-consecutive-year
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/gb-calf-registrations-births-to-dairy-dams-increase-in-q2-2025
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/gb-calf-registrations-births-to-dairy-dams-increase-in-q2-2025
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/shortness-in-supply-and-strong-demand-continues-to-strengthen-global-prices-beef-market-update
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/shortness-in-supply-and-strong-demand-continues-to-strengthen-global-prices-beef-market-update
https://ahdb.org.uk/news/shortness-in-supply-and-strong-demand-continues-to-strengthen-global-prices-beef-market-update
https://ahdb.org.uk/beef/gb-deadweight-cattle-prices-by-region
https://ahdb.org.uk/beef/gb-deadweight-cattle-prices-by-region
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2010/outlook2013.pdf
https://www.teagasc.ie/media/website/publications/2010/outlook2013.pdf
https://www.centralbank.ie/statistics/interest-rates-exchange-rates/exchange-rates
https://www.centralbank.ie/statistics/interest-rates-exchange-rates/exchange-rates
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-msb/meatsupplybalance2024/
https://www.cso.ie/en/releasesandpublications/ep/p-msb/meatsupplybalance2024/
https://statbank.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/statire/SelectVarVal/Define.asp?Maintable=CPM12&PLanguage=0
https://statbank.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/statire/SelectVarVal/Define.asp?Maintable=CPM12&PLanguage=0
https://statbank.cso.ie/px/pxeirestat/statire/SelectVarVal/Define.asp?Maintable=CPM12&PLanguage=0
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/ceea9-scheme-payments-update/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/ceea9-scheme-payments-update/
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/cattle-sheep-and-pig-slaughter
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/cattle-sheep-and-pig-slaughter
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/livestock-populations-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/livestock-populations-in-england
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/livestock-populations-in-the-united-kingdom
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistics/livestock-populations-in-the-united-kingdom


ANNUAL REVIEW AND OUTLOOK 2026 

 

29 Cattle| Outlook 2026 

 

https://www.teagasc.ie/publications/2024/tea
gasc-national-farm-survey-2023.php 

Egan, C. (Host). (2023a, March 22). SCEP – What do 
I need to know (Episode No. 166) [Audio 
podcast episode]. Teagasc Beef Podcast. 
LastCastMedia.com on behalf of Teagasc. 
https://teagasc.ie/animals/beef/the-beef-edge-
podcast/ 

Egan, C. (Host). (2023b, August 3). All you need to 
know about the new National Beef Welfare 
Scheme (Episode No. 185) [Audio podcast 
episode]. Teagasc Beef Podcast. 
LastCastMedia.com on behalf of Teagasc. 
https://teagasc.ie/animals/beef/the-beef-edge-
podcast/ 

European Commission (2025a) Short-Term Outlook 
for EU Agricultural Markets in 2025– EU 
statistical annex. Available to download at 
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/data-and-
analysis/markets/outlook/short-term_en 

European Commission (2025b) Beef and Veal 
dashboard. Available to download at 
https://agridata.ec.europa.eu/extensions/Dash
boardBeef/Dashboard.html# 

European Commission (2025c) Agri-food data 
portal – Beef Prices. Available to download at 
https://agridata.ec.europa.eu/extensions/Data
Portal/beef.html 

European Commission (2025d) EU Agricultural 
Outlook 2024-2025. Available to download at 
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/data-and-
analysis/markets/outlook/medium-term_en 

Eurostat (2025) Bovine Population – Annual Data, 
Available to download at 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/vie
w/apro_mt_lscatl/default/table?lang=en 

FAPRI (2025) “FAPRI-MU Baseline Outlook.” 
https://fapri.missouri.edu/publications/2025-
baseline-update/ 

INSEE France (2025a) Consumer Price Index – Beef 
and Veal, Available at 
https://www.insee.fr/en/statistiques/series/10
2342213?COICOP2016=2318949 

INSEE France (2025b) Average Retail Prices - 
Results by product, Available at 
https://www.insee.fr/en/statistiques/series/10
3157792 

Office for National Statistics (2025) CPI Index -Beef 
and Veal, Available to download at 

https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationand
priceindices/timeseries/l78q/mm23 

Federal Statistical Office of Germany (2025) 
Consumer Prices – Beef and Veal. Available to 
download at 
https://www.destatis.de/EN/Themes/Economy
/Prices/Consumer-Price-Index/consumer-
prices-message.html 

Statistics Netherlands (2024) Consumer prices- 
Beef and Veal, Available to download at 
https://opendata.cbs.nl/#/CBS/en/dataset/831
31ENG/table 

Teagasc (2025a) Teagasc National Farm Survey 
Results 2024: Single Suckling Enterprise Fact 
Sheet. Available to download at 
https://teagasc.ie/wp-
content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publi
cations/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-
Single-Suckling.pdf 

Teagasc (2025b) Teagasc National Farm Survey 
Results 2024: Cattle Finishing Enterprise Fact 
Sheet. Available to download at 
https://teagasc.ie/wp-
content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publi
cations/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-
Cattle-Finishing.pdf 

 
Acknowledgements 
The authors would like to thank the staff and 
recorders of the National Farm Survey, in particular 
Brian Moran and John Lennon, for their assistance 
in conducting the analysis contained in this paper. 
The authors would like to thank the Teagasc beef 
advisors that provided valuable insights, industry 
contacts that provided valuable feedback on input 
and output market developments and Agricultural 
Economics and Farm Surveys Department 
colleagues who provided valued expertise. Any 
errors or omissions remain the sole responsibility of 
the authors.  
 

http://tnet.teagasc.net/
https://teagasc.ie/animals/beef/the-beef-edge-podcast/
https://teagasc.ie/animals/beef/the-beef-edge-podcast/
https://teagasc.ie/animals/beef/the-beef-edge-podcast/
https://teagasc.ie/animals/beef/the-beef-edge-podcast/
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/data-and-analysis/markets/outlook/short-term_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/data-and-analysis/markets/outlook/short-term_en
https://agridata.ec.europa.eu/extensions/DashboardBeef/Dashboard.html
https://agridata.ec.europa.eu/extensions/DashboardBeef/Dashboard.html
https://agridata.ec.europa.eu/extensions/DataPortal/beef.html
https://agridata.ec.europa.eu/extensions/DataPortal/beef.html
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/data-and-analysis/markets/outlook/medium-term_en
https://agriculture.ec.europa.eu/data-and-analysis/markets/outlook/medium-term_en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/apro_mt_lscatl/default/table?lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/apro_mt_lscatl/default/table?lang=en
https://fapri.missouri.edu/publications/2025-baseline-update/
https://fapri.missouri.edu/publications/2025-baseline-update/
https://www.insee.fr/en/statistiques/series/102342213?COICOP2016=2318949
https://www.insee.fr/en/statistiques/series/102342213?COICOP2016=2318949
https://www.insee.fr/en/statistiques/series/103157792
https://www.insee.fr/en/statistiques/series/103157792
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/timeseries/l78q/mm23
https://www.ons.gov.uk/economy/inflationandpriceindices/timeseries/l78q/mm23
https://www.destatis.de/EN/Themes/Economy/Prices/Consumer-Price-Index/consumer-prices-message.html
https://www.destatis.de/EN/Themes/Economy/Prices/Consumer-Price-Index/consumer-prices-message.html
https://www.destatis.de/EN/Themes/Economy/Prices/Consumer-Price-Index/consumer-prices-message.html
https://opendata.cbs.nl/#/CBS/en/dataset/83131ENG/table
https://opendata.cbs.nl/#/CBS/en/dataset/83131ENG/table
https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publications/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-Single-Suckling.pdf
https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publications/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-Single-Suckling.pdf
https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publications/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-Single-Suckling.pdf
https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publications/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-Single-Suckling.pdf
https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publications/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-Cattle-Finishing.pdf
https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publications/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-Cattle-Finishing.pdf
https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publications/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-Cattle-Finishing.pdf
https://teagasc.ie/wp-content/uploads/uploads/media/website/publications/2025/National-Farm-Survey-2024-Cattle-Finishing.pdf


 ANNUAL REVIEW AND OUTLOOK 2026 

 

Outlook 2026 |Cattle 30 

 

Table A1: 2024 and Estimated 2025 Financial Performance per hectare: Single Suckling Enterprise 

 Most Profitable Average 

Profitability 

Least Profitable  Average 

 euro per hectare 

Gross Output 2024 1,806 1,068 872 1,246 

Direct Costs 2024 705 553 748 669 

              Concentrate Costs 205 146 235 196 

              Pasture and Forage Costs 333 281 338 317 

              Other Direct Costs 167 126 175 156 

Gross Margin 2024 1,101 515 125 578 

Overhead Costs 2024 581 419 409 470 

Net Margin 2024 520 96 -284 108 

Gross Output 2025 2,894 1,705 1,410 2,003 

Direct Costs 2025 733 576 777 696 

              Concentrate Costs 205 146 235 196 

              Pasture and Forage Costs 356 301 362 339 

              Other Direct Costs 172 130 180 161 

Gross Margin 2025 2,161 1,129 633 1,307 

Overhead Costs 2025 582 420 410 471 

Net Margin 2025 1,579 709 223 837 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Single Suckling Enterprise Fact Sheet 2024 (Teagasc NFS, 2025a) and Authors’ Estimates 2025 

 

Table A2: 2024 and Estimated 2025 Financial Performance per hectare: Cattle Finishing Enterprise 

 Most Profitable Average 

Profitability 

Least Profitable  Average 

 euro per hectare 

Gross Output 2024 2,704 1,291 833 1,607 

Direct Costs 2024 1,186 680 608 824 

              Concentrate Costs 679 272 223 391 

              Pasture and Forage Costs 354 292 279 308 

              Other Direct Costs 152 116 106 125 

Gross Margin 2024 1,518 611 225 783 

Overhead Costs 2024 710 420 392 507 

Net Margin 2024 808 191 -167 276 

Gross Output 2025 3,079 1,469 948 1,830 

Direct Costs 2025 1,241 713 638 864 

              Concentrate Costs 707 283 232 407 

              Pasture and Forage Costs 379 312 298 329 

              Other Direct Costs 155 118 108 128 

Gross Margin 2025 1,838 756 310 966 

Overhead Costs 2025 706 417 390 509 

Net Margin 2025 1,132 339 -80 457 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey Cattle Finishing Enterprise Fact Sheet 2024 (Teagasc NFS, 2025b) and Authors’ Estimates 2025 

http://tnet.teagasc.net/
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Table A3: Forecast 2026 Single Suckling Enterprise Financial Performance per hectare  

 Average 

 euro per hectare 

Gross Output 2026 1,946 

Direct Costs 2026 710 

     Concentrate Costs 194 

     Pasture and Forage Costs 352 

     Other Direct Costs 164 

Gross Margin 2026 1,236 

Overhead Costs 2026 468 

Net Margin 2026 767 

Source: Authors’ forecasts for 2026 

 

Table A4: Forecast 2026 Cattle Finishing Enterprise Financial Performance per hectare 

 Average 

 euro per hectare 

Gross Output 2026 1,992 

Direct Costs 2026 871 

     Concentrate Costs 399 

     Pasture and Forage Costs 342 

     Other Direct Costs 130 

Gross Margin 2026 1,121 

Overhead Costs 2026 506 

Net Margin 2026 616 

Source: Authors’ forecasts for 2026 
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Review of Sheep Farming in 2025 and Outlook for 2026 
 

Anne Kinsella and Kevin Hanrahan  
 

Agricultural Economics and Farm Surveys Department, Teagasc 

 

1. Introduction 

For this paper, data from farms in the Teagasc 
National Farm Survey (NFS), which have a mid-
season lowland lamb enterprise, are used together 
with data from the Central Statistics Office (CSO), 
European Commission DG Agri and Eurostat, to 
analyse the financial performance of Irish sheep 
farms.  Estimates of enterprise margins for 2025 are 
based on 2024 Teagasc NFS data and on CSO price 
indices for the year to date (CSO, 2025a) and 
preliminary CSO price estimates for 2025 (CSO, 
2025b). Forecasts for sheep enterprise margins for 
2026 are based on our estimates of margins for 
2025, and our forecasts of input and output price 
and volume changes in 2026.  

We begin the paper with a brief review of the 
outturn for Family Farm Income (FFI) for the 
Teagasc NFS mainly sheep farms in 2024.  A detailed 
assessment of the 2024 mid-season lowland lamb 
enterprise margins is then presented in section 3. 
This is followed by an overview of the current short 
term outlook for European and Irish sheep markets 
in section 4.  Estimates and forecasts of margins for 
the mid-season lowland lamb enterprise for 2025 
and 2026 are then presented in sections 5 and 6.  

The mid-season lowland lamb enterprise is the 
predominant lowland sheep system in Ireland. In 
our analysis we have limited the sample analysed to 
those enterprises with more than 20 breeding ewes. 

In 2025 there has been a very dramatic reduction in 
the volume of sheep slaughtered in Ireland. For the 
year to date the number of sheep slaughtered is 
20% lower than in 2024 and the contraction in ewe 
and ram slaughter reported by DAFM is close to 30 
percent. This decline is significantly greater than 
recent reported reductions in the national sheep 
breeding flock (CSO 2025e, CSO 2025f, DAFM 
2025d). Provisional results of the 2025 CSO June 
Crop and Livestock survey (CSO 2025e) indicated 
that breeding ewe numbers were less than 3% 
lower than in June 2024, while December 2024 ewe 
numbers (opening 2025 inventory) were circa 3% 
lower than in 2023.  

The sharp reduction in sheep disposals in 2025 
indicates a significant reduction in the number of 

lambs per breeding ewe and/or a retention of ewe 
lambs for breeding purposes. In our estimates of 
sheep margins per hectare we have been 
conservative in our assumptions regarding any 
reduction in the volume of sheep meat produced 
per hectare. If farmers are increasingly choosing to 
not put ewes to the ram and/or are retaining an 
increasing number of ewe lambs for breeding 
purposes the volume of physical output produced 
could be lower than we have estimated/forecast.  

In our analysis of enterprise margins for 2025 and 
2026 we have included payments per breeding ewe 
for measures completed under the Sheep 
Improvement Scheme (SIS), funded under Ireland’s 
CAP Strategic Plan (DAFM, 2022) and the nationally 
funded National Sheep Welfare Scheme (NSWS). 
The average value of coupled support received by 
farmers in the mid-season lowland lamb enterprise 
in 2024 was €103 per hectare. In our estimates of 
margins for 2025 and 2026 we have increased this 
value to reflect increased support received in 2025. 
The NSWS is a national exchequer funded scheme 
that provides payments to sheep farmers for 
completing specific actions on their farms. For the 
2025 scheme, farmers were required to complete 
two mandatory actions and one optional action to 
receive the full payment of €11.50 per ewe. If only 
the mandatory actions were completed, a payment 
of €8 per ewe was made. Farmers participating in 
both the NSWS and the SIS could receive up to 
€23.50 per ewe in 2025. Changes in levels of 
support per ewe and changes in the number of 
participating farmers may change the average value 
reported by the NFS in 2025 and 2026.  

2. Review of the Economic Performance 
of Sheep Farms in 2024 

The highest ever FFI recorded for sheep farms in the 
Teagasc NFS arose in 2024. Despite a reduction in 
the volume of sheep meat produced, a strong 
improvement in lamb prices resulted in a 
substantial increase in farm output value (up 17 
percent). This, alongside a decline in production 
costs and an increase in direct payment receipts, 
resulted in a strong increase in average FFI. Sheep 
farms account for just under 16 percent of the total 
farm population represented by the Teagasc NFS in 

http://tnet.teagasc.net/
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2024 (14,000 farms). The average FFI earned on 
these farms for the period 2018 through 2024 are 
shown in Figure 1. In 2024 the average Mainly 
Sheep farm earned a FFI of €27,348. 

In 2024 improved incomes were driven by 
increasing lamb prices and falling input costs. 
Continued support through the Sheep 
Improvement Scheme, the Organic Scheme and 
ACRES all contributed positively to the income 
increase for this system. The average FFI per 
hectare in 2024 was €558, up substantially 
compared to 2023 (Teagasc, National Farm Survey 
2024). The median Sheep farm (the farm at the 
middle of the sheep farm income distribution) had 
a FFI per hectare of €585 in 2024. In 2024, gross 
output on the average sheep farm increased by 17 
percent to €73,450, reflecting a combination of 
higher lamb prices and a lower output volume. On a 
per hectare basis, the average gross margin on 
Sheep farms increased by 32 percent to €1,009 in 
2024.  

Following a prolonged period of elevated 
production costs, average production costs declined 
on sheep farms in 2024. Direct costs were down by 
6 percent to €24,025, while overhead costs declined 
9 percent to €22,077. In terms of direct costs, 
expenditure on concentrate feed (the largest 
expenditure item), remained relatively stable in 
2024, at €9,695 on average. On the other hand, 
expenditure on purchased bulky feed increased 
significantly to €1,108. Fertiliser expenditure on the 
average sheep farm decreased by 29 percent 
compared to 2023, to €2,860. Following significant 
reductions in nitrogen fertiliser use on sheep farms, 
the volume of nitrogen based fertiliser increased in 
2024. 

Figure 1: Average Income on Mainly Sheep Farms 
in Ireland: 2018 to 2024 

 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey (various years) 

Expenditure relating to car, electricity and phone 
increased, by 7 percent to €3,825. Spending on fuel 
declined by 8 percent to €1,551 on average, with 
land rental costs up 15 percent to €2,728. Other 

overhead costs accounted for €3,228 of the total, 
down 12 percent year-on-year.  

The mixed nature of most Irish sheep farms means 
that developments affecting non-sheep enterprise 
profitability can significantly influence the income 
performance of sheep farms. It is important to note 
that farms classified as Mainly Sheep include both 
specialist sheep farms and also a sub-category of 
farms on which sheep and cattle enterprises are 
combined. Of the total livestock gross output on 
mainly sheep farms in 2024, just under 36 percent 
pertains to gross output from the various cattle 
enterprises. As in most years, developments in 
cattle enterprise profitability also matters for 
mainly sheep farm incomes.  

Direct payments (coupled and decoupled) made an 
important contribution to farm income in 2024. The 
value of direct payments is estimated to have 
increased in aggregate terms compared to 2023.  
Continued support through the Sheep 
Improvement Scheme, Organic Scheme and ACRES 
contributed to the overall income increase in this 
system. The increase in income observed in 2024 
was also associated with the timing of the receipt of 
some farm payments. Partly because of this timing 
issue, direct payments increased by 29 percent 
year-on-year to €27,793, on average. As on the 
other drystock systems, payments made under the 
ANC and ACRES boosted FFI on Sheep farms in 2024. 
Sheep farm participation in the new Organic 
Farming Scheme continued to increase in 2024. The 
Basic Income Support Scheme for Sustainability 
(BISS) Payment accounted for 48 percent of all 
payments received on the average Sheep farm in 
2024.   

Overall, due to the growth in the value of market 
based output the reliance of Sheep FFI on direct 
payments was lower in 2024, with the ratio of direct 
payments receipts to FFI decreasing significantly on 
Sheep farms. Following the increase in FFI year on 
year, the average ratio was 102 percent, indicating 
that the average sheep farm used less than €600 of 
the direct payments received over the course of the 
year to cover farm operating losses. Sector specific 
payments such as the NSWS and SIS have been 
important for sheep farm incomes in recent years.  

In the remainder of this paper, we focus exclusively 
on the mid-season lamb enterprise as the unit of 
analysis. All enterprise margins are exclusive of 
those direct payments that are decoupled from 
production. However, enterprise margins for mid-
season lowland lamb do include coupled payments 
that are coupled to sheep production. In 2025 and 
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2026, payments to farmers that are expected to 
participate in the National Sheep Welfare Scheme 
(NSWS) and Sheep Improvement Scheme (SIS) will 
continue to boost support the value of gross output 
and margins per hectare in 2026.  

 

3. Sheep Margins in 2024 

Changes in the value of output, costs and gross 
margin per hectare for the mid-season lowland 
lamb enterprise in 2024 are shown in Table A1 of 
the Appendix to this paper. For 2024, the value of 
gross output for mid-season lamb enterprises 
increased by 19 percent relative to 2023 year. The 
volume of carcass output per hectare declined by 
circa 3 percent in 2024. In 2024 the stocking rate of 
ewes per hectare increased marginally, by 0.2 
percent, remaining at just below 7 ewes per 
hectare. These developments combined to reduce 
the weaning rate per ewe by circa 4 percent.  

In 2024, total direct costs per hectare on the 
average mid-season lamb enterprise remained 
relatively stable, declining by just 1 percent. Other 
direct costs were also relatively stable year on year, 
at €188 per hectare, while expenditure on pasture 
and forage decreased by 15 percent. Expenditure 
on concentrate costs increased by 9 percent per 
hectare in 2024, to €281 per hectare.  

Gross margins, gross output less direct costs, in 
2024 increased by 38 percent relative to 2023. This 
increase was mainly due to growth in gross output 
coupled relatively stable farm direct costs. Gross 
output value per hectare increased by 19 percent in 
2024, with higher lamb prices and slightly lower 
physical output per hectare further offset by a 96 
percent increase in coupled payments per hectare. 

Historically, there has been a wide range in the 
profitability of sheep farms operating the mid-
season lamb system, and this is no different for the 
2024 year. In part, this range in profitability is 
reflective of differing agronomic conditions such as 
soil quality which limit the capacity of some farms 
to increase their intensity of production.  

For comparison purposes, in Table A2, the mid-
season lowland lamb enterprises are ranked on the 
basis of gross margin per hectare, and are assigned 
to three equally sized groups which we have termed 
least profitable, average and most profitable. The 
average levels of output, direct costs and gross and 
net margin per hectare, as well as indicators of 
technical performance across these three groups, 
can then be compared. 

The most profitable one third of mid-season lamb 
enterprises earned an average gross margin per 
hectare of €1,612 per hectare in 2024, while farms 
in the bottom group earned an average gross 
margin of only €408 per hectare. The size of the 
differential in 2024 between the top and bottom 
group was much reduced compared to previous 
years due to improved margins earned by the 
bottom group of farms. However, a four-fold 
difference in the profitability of the top and bottom 
groups remains despite the improvement in 
margins for the bottom group.    

The large difference between the value of output 
per hectare, across the three groups of farms, is due 
to differences in weaning and stocking rates. Higher 
levels of technical performance are reflected in an 
average carcass output per hectare of circa 245 kg 
on the most profitable mid-season lamb 
enterprises, versus 109 kg on the least profitable 
enterprises.  

These very large differences in gross margin earned 
per hectare reflect a large variation in the intensity 
of production across the farm population, also 
showing differences in direct costs per hectare (see 
Table A2 in the Appendix). In contrast with earlier 
years, total direct costs per hectare are highest for 
the group with the highest level of profitability. The 
superior efficiency and productivity performance of 
the top group in comparison to the other two 
groups results in a gross margin per hectare of 
€1,612, almost four times higher on the top farms 
compared to the bottom group, but much less of a 
differential than in previous years. 

With an increase of 38 percent in gross margin 
earned in 2024, the average net margin for the mid-
season lamb enterprise increased to €434 per 
hectare. This represents a dramatic 245 percent 
increase on the net margin earned in 2023 of €126 
per hectare. As the data in Table A2 indicate, the 
large variation in gross margin earned per hectare is 
also reflected in variation in net margins earned. 
The most profitable mid-season lowland lamb 
enterprises in 2024, on average, earned a net 
margin of €866 per hectare, while the least 
profitable lowland lamb enterprises had on average 
net margin of €132 per hectare.  

 

4. Sheep Meat Markets: Review of 2025 
and Outlook for 2026 

The vast majority of Irish sheep meat production is 
destined for export markets. In 2024 Ireland 
produced 63,000 tonnes and exported 52,000 
tonnes (cwe) of sheep meat (CSO, 2025c). The 
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reliance on export markets continued in 2025. 
Understanding the outlook for lamb price 
developments on Ireland’s key export markets is 
critical in assessing the prices that Irish sheep 
farmers are likely to receive in 2026.  

The key export markets for Irish sheep meat exports 
are illustrated in Figure 2. France remains the most 
important sheep meat export destination in 2025. 
Exports to France accounted for the largest share 
(33 percent) of lamb exports with the UK and other 
EU markets accounting for most of Ireland’s sheep 
meat exports.  

Figure 2:  Irish Sheep Meat Exports (cwe) by 
Destination – 2025 

 
Source: Eurostat COMEXT database, year to September 2025  

(ROW = Rest of World) 

Ireland’s rate of self-sufficiency in sheep meat 
declined to 385 per cent in 2024. In 2024, Ireland 
ranked 3rd in the EU in terms of sheep meat 
production. Spain was the largest producer of sheep 
meat in Europe with a share of 27 percent of EU27 
production. 

EU sheep production continued to decline in 2025. 
In the first eight months (to August) of 2025, EU 
sheep meat production declined by 5 percent year-
on-year. This decline has been driven by the 
continued contraction in breeding sheep numbers 
in the EU. The main producing Member States, 
Spain and France saw declines of 1 and 6 percent 
respectively over this period.  

The historically low EU sheep numbers are expected 
to lead to further reductions in sheep slaughter in 
2026, when a further drop of 1% is expected.  

Although it has a favourable position within 
consumer baskets as a seasonal and traditional 
product (for example during religious and cultural 
festivities), the combination of lower availability 
and higher prices have resulted in a decrease in 
sheep meat consumption in 2025 with small further 
decreases expected in 2026.  

In 2025 EU heavy lamb prices have remained at the 
high levels reached in 2024. The substantial 
reduction in the EU breeding flock over recent years 
effectively limits the possibility for indigenous 
production increases in the short term. 

High EU prices have reduced the competitiveness of 
EU lamb exports on international markets and 
increased the attractiveness of the EU as 
destination for lamb exports from major global 
exporters (Australia, New Zealand) and the UK. For 
2025, we estimate that EU imports of sheep meat 
will grow by circa 10 percent and maintain these 
levels into 2026.   

Australia and New Zealand continue to maintain 
their dominance in 2025 as the largest exporters of 
sheep and goat products globally.  Australia remains 
a dominant player in global sheep meat exports, 
accounting for 54% of total global export volumes 
(ABARES, 2025). Exports from New Zealand are 
forecast to decline due to structural changes in land 
use and flock size. Global sheep meat supply is 
forecast to fall in 2026 driven by lower production 
from key global producers. 

Globally, demand for sheep meat is expected to 
remain strong for 2026, with sustained demand for 
lamb and mutton expected from the United States, 
China, the Middle East and other emerging markets.  

Figure 3:  Monthly sheep meat production 2024 & 
2025 (‘000 tonnes)  

 

Source: CSO Statbank, November 2025 

Monthly CSO sheep and lamb slaughter data for 
2024 and 2025 are shown in Figure 3.  The number 
of sheep slaughtered in Ireland during the period 
January to end September decreased by 18 percent 
when compared with the corresponding period in 
2024.  The latest DAFM data available on slaughter 
at export plants (through week 46) indicates that 
the dramatic decline in production has continued 
with sheep slaughtered down almost 20% 
compared to 2024.   
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Over the nine months, to September 2025, sheep 
carcass production declined to 40,000 tonnes as 
compared to 48,400 over the same period in 2024 
(CSO 2025b). Heavier average carcass weights, that 
are 2 percent higher for the year to date, are 
partially offsetting the impact of lower sheep 
slaughter on sheep meat production. 
 
If the dramatic reduction in sheep slaughter in 2025 
is due to lower numbers of lambs per ewe then we 
can expect that the reduction in sheep meat 
production in Ireland in 2025 will not be recovered 
in 2026. However, if the reduction in output this 
year is due to retention of ewe lambs in 2025 a 
recovering in aggregate sheep meat production in 
2026 may occur. This uncertainty about the basis of 
the decline in sheep meat production in 2025 and 
the degree to which this decline is, ex post, reflected 
in the average volume of sheep meat produced per 
hectare by mid-season lowland producers is a key 
uncertainty in our estimates and forecasts for 
margins from sheep farming in 2025 and 2026.  
 

5. Estimated Sheep Gross Margins 2025 

In our estimates for 2025 and forecasts for 2026 
stocking rates (ewes per hectare) and lambs per 
ewe are assumed to be unchanged relative to those 
observed in 2024, at just under 7 ewes per hectare.  

In 2025, sheep farmers participating in both the 
NSWS and the SIS could receive up to a maximum of 
€23.50 per ewe (€11.50 from NSWS + €12 from SIS). 
On a per hectare basis, depending on individual 
farm stocking density, both schemes collectively 
could add up to €160 per hectare to Gross Output. 
However, not all farms are participating in both the 
SIS and NSWS.  While not all those participating in 
the NSWS get paid at the higher rate, we estimate 
that the average mid-season lowland lamb farmer 
will receive coupled direct payments of €122.4 per 
hectare in 2025.  

Irish lamb prices for 2025 began very strongly, in a 
historical context outstripping the buoyant prices 
achieved in recent years. While lamb prices in Q2 
and Q3 were closer on average to prices observed 
in 2024 they remained well in excess of the average 
prices received in recent years (Figure 4). 

As of mid-November 2025, average prices for 2025 
were 6 percent higher than in 2024. These higher 
Irish prices reflect higher prices in the EU and the UK 
for heavy lamb, which are expected to persist over 
the remainder of 2025. 

 

 

Figure 4: Weekly Irish Lamb Price, 2024 – 2025, 
Average 2022-2024 

 

Source: European Commission DG Agri 

Figure 5: Annual Average Irish Lamb Price, 2006 to 
2024, 2025e, 2026f 

 
Source: European Commission DG AGRI and author estimate 

2025, forecast 2026 

Our estimate is that Irish lamb prices in 2025 will be 
on average 6 percent higher than in 2024. As noted 
earlier, despite the dramatic decline of the volume 
of sheep throughput for the year to date, we have 
assumed that output volume per hectare on mid-
season lamb enterprises will be unchanged from 
2024.  

The main direct costs of production for Irish sheep 
farms are purchased feed, pasture and forage costs. 

Purchased concentrate feed accounts for 40 
percent of total direct input expenditure on the 
average mid-season lowland lamb system. Over the 
course of 2025, feed usage on sheep farms is up by 
circa 7 percent on average on the 2024 year and this 
is coupled with no change estimated in concentrate 
feed prices. Consequently, overall concentrate costs 
are estimated to increase by 7 percent in 2025 on 
the average mid-season lowland lamb enterprise. 
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Pasture and forage costs typically account for 30 
percent of total direct costs on the mid-season 
lowland lamb system. Fertiliser prices are estimated 
to have increased by 9 percent in 2025. Fertiliser 
costs on sheep farms in 2024 will be higher than 
2024 levels. In our estimates for 2025, we have 
assumed that coupled with the forecast increase in 
fertiliser prices that the volumes used by mid-
season lowland enterprises in 2025 increased by 
circa 10 percent, so as to supplement increased 
concentrate feed usage. Overall expenditure on 
pasture and forage is estimated to have increased 
by circa 18 percent when compared to 2024.  

In 2025, total direct costs of production on the mid-
season lowland lamb enterprise are estimated to 
have increased by almost 9 percent on 2024 levels. 
Fuel is the main items contributing to overhead cost 
changes in 2025. Prices of electricity are estimated 
to have remained relatively stable, while fuel prices 
are estimated to have decreased circa 2 percent, 
with a reduction of circa 3 percent on green diesel, 
so that price change applied is very much 
dependant on composition of fuel type used at an 
individual farm level. Usage of these inputs in 2025 
on mid-season lowland sheep farms is estimated to 
have remained on par with 2024 levels. Overall, 
overhead costs on the mid-season lamb enterprise 
are estimated to have remained stable relative to 
2024. 

For 2025, the value of marketed gross output based 
on improvements in prices will be further supported 
by receipt of payments from the National Sheep 
Welfare Scheme and the Sheep Improvement 
Scheme. This coupled with the relatively modest 
increases in the costs of sheep production, mean 
that we estimate that margins on the average mid-
season lowland lamb enterprise will be higher in 
2025 when compared to 2024.  

The average gross margin earned in 2025 is 
estimated to have increased by just under 6 percent 
to €994 per hectare (see Table A3 in the Appendix). 
With only modest changes in overhead costs in 
2025, the mid-season lamb enterprise net margin is 
estimated to have also increased. The net margin 
level in 2025 is estimated to be 12 percent higher 
than that earned in 2024. The estimated average 
net margin per hectare on the mid-season lowland 
sheep farms in 2025 is estimated to be €486 per 
hectare.  

As alluded to earlier in the paper, the mixed nature 
of most Irish sheep farms means that developments 
affecting non-sheep enterprise profitability can 
significantly influence the Sheep farm income 

performance. When estimating Family Farm Income 
(FFI) for 2025 year for Sheep farms, it is important 
to take account of the cattle gross output 
component of the activities on these farms. In 2024 
over 36 percent of the total livestock gross output 
on mainly sheep farms related to cattle enterprise 
activities. Factoring in output price and volume 
changes for both cattle and sheep enterprises 
results in an estimated average Sheep system FFI for 
2025 of €36,500.  

 

6. Outlook for the Sheep Enterprise 
Gross Margin in 2026 

In 2026, Irish lamb prices are forecast to remain 
close to the high levels observed during 2025. High 
EU lamb prices are forecast to continue due to 
ongoing supply contraction in the EU and buoyant 
world prices for sheep meat. Average EU and Irish 
prices will continue to remain well in excess of the 
five year average year price levels.  In 2026, price for 
sheep meat on Irish markets are forecast to be on 
average 5 percent higher than in 2025. 

The outlook for input expenditure in 2026, from the 
perspective of Irish sheep farmers is also positive. 
Prices for the majority of the key inputs to sheep 
production are forecast to either remain relatively 
constant or decline slightly, with fertiliser the 
exception. Electricity, fuel and concentrate feed 
prices are just some of the inputs forecast to 
decrease or remain constant in 2026. Input volumes 
used in 2026 are forecast to remain relatively 
unchanged (on a per hectare basis). 

Concentrate feed prices are forecast to remain 
relatively stable in 2026. However, the volume of 
feed used is forecast to return to more normal use 
levels owing to less inclement weather conditions, 
with the volume of feed used forecast to decrease 
by circa 7 percent. Overall expenditure on 
concentrates in 2026 is forecast to decrease by 8 
percent. 

The price of fertiliser is forecast to increase by circa 
10 percent in 2026, this follows price increases 
observed in 2025. Fertiliser usage on sheep farms is 
forecast to return to more normal use levels. 
Overall, pasture and forage costs on Irish lowland 
mid-season lamb enterprises are forecast to remain 
on par with 2025 levels, albeit a marginal decline of 
less than 1 percent.  

Table A3 (in the Appendix) summarises our 
forecasts of output, costs and margins for the mid-
season lamb enterprise for 2026. Our outlook for 
lamb prices in 2026, is that prices will remain at 
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close to the high levels observed in 2025. Our 
forecast is that sheep carcass output will remain on 
par with 2025.  With direct costs of production 
forecast to decline by 3%, our forecast is that 
margins in 2026 will increase strongly. Payments 
from participation in the NSWS and SIS schemes in 
2026 are assumed to be unchanged from those 
estimated for 2025 and will continue to support 
sheep gross margins in 2026. Our forecast for the 
2026 gross margin per hectare for the mid-season 
lamb system is €1,092 per hectare, a 10 percent 
increase on our 2025 estimate.   

Total overhead costs are forecast to decrease 
modestly in 2026, down 2 percent on average.   
With higher gross margins per ha forecast for 2026, 
net margin per hectare for the average sheep 
enterprise are also forecast to increase, rising to 
€594 per hectare. This equates to a 22 percent 
increase on the 2025 net margin of €486 per 
hectare.  

7. Concluding Comments 

The uncertainty noted with respect to 
developments in the physical volume of sheep 
output per hectare on mid-season lowland lamb 
enterprises is an important caveat to our positive 
margin estimate and forecast for 2025 and 2026. 
National sheep slaughter has declined significantly 
in 2025 if this decline is reflected in lower physical 
output per ha and per farm involved in sheep 
production in 2025 and 2026 then the estimate for 
2025 and forecast for 2026 may be overly 
optimistic. 

The average gross margin earned by mid-season 
lamb producers in 2025 is estimated to have 
increased compared to that earned in 2024. Higher 
lamb prices combined with receipt of payments 
under the NSWS and SIS resulted in higher gross 
output values in 2025. Overall, direct input costs 
increased by an average of 9 percent in 2025. These 
factors were sufficient to leave the estimated gross 
margins on the mid-season lowland lamb enterprise 
6 percent higher than the levels earned in 2024 at 
€994 per hectare.  

Our forecast is that in 2026 average Irish lamb prices 
will remain above the already high levels observed 
in 2025. Output volume per hectare is forecast to 
remain constant.  

The gross margin earned by the average mid-season 
lamb enterprise forecast for 2026 is €1,092 per 
hectare, an increase of 10 percent, on the estimated 
gross margin for 2025. Average net margins in 2026 
are forecast to increase by 22 percent, with the 

average mid-season lamb enterprise forecast to 
earn a net margin of €594 per hectare in 2026. 

From a farm income perspective, our estimates 
indicate that FFI increased on the Sheep farming 
system from €27,348 in 2024 to almost €36,500 in 
2025, a 33 percent increase. This increase reflects 
both the estimated improvement in the margin 
earned from sheep production but also importantly 
the large increase in margins estimated to have 
been earned by both cattle rearing and cattle 
finishing enterprises in 2025 (Loughrey and 
Hanrahan, 2025).  

The further forecast improvement in Family Farm 
Income (FFI) for sheep farms in 2026 is more 
modest than the estimated increase in 2025 but is 
still positive. In 2026 we forecast that average 
Sheep FFI will increase to €38,500. This increase is 
based on further improvements in the margin 
earned in sheep production and the forecast 
changes in cattle enterprise profitability in 2026 
(Loughrey and Hanrahan, 2025).  
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Table A1: Average Mid-Season Lamb Output, Direct Costs, Gross Margin and Technical Performance  

 2024 2025e 

 € per ha 

Gross output 1,580 1,688 

       Of which: Sheep Improvement Scheme & Sheep 

  Welfare Scheme Payments 

103 122 

Direct Costs 638 693 

   Concentrates 281 300 

   Pasture and Forage costs 169 200 

   Other direct costs 188 193 

Gross Margin 942 994 

Overhead Costs 508 508 

Net Margin 434 486 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey and Authors’ estimate for 2025 
Note: In calculating the volume of lamb carcass output per hectare an average carcass weight of 20 kg has been used (Hanrahan, 2006) 

 

Table A2: Mid-Season Lamb Output, Costs, Margins and Technical Performance in 2024 by gross margin 

grouping  

 Most Profitable Average 

Profitability 

Least Profitable 

  € per ha  

Gross Output  2,405 1,495 976 

Direct Costs     

      Concentrates 340 303 204 

      Pasture and Forage 196 181 133 

      Other Direct Costs 257 178 131 

Gross Margin 1,612 833 408 

Net Margin  866 320 132 

    

Ewe per ha 8.68 6.98 4.98 

Lambs per ewe 1.41 1.24 1.09 

Lamb carcass (kg) per ha 245 173 109 

Dir. costs € per kg carcass 3.24 3.83 4.29 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey 
Note: In calculating the volume of lamb carcass output per hectare an average carcass weight of 20 kg has been used (Hanrahan, 2006). 
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Table A3: Average Mid-Season Lamb Enterprise Costs, Output, Gross and Net Margin, 2024 – 2026f 

 2024 2025e 2026f 

 € per ha 

Total Direct Costs 638 693 674 

               Concentrates 281 300 277 

               Pasture and Forage 169 200 198 

               Other Direct Costs 188 193 199 

Gross Output 1,580 1,688 1,766 

    Of which: Sheep Improvement Scheme &  

    Sheep Welfare Payment 

103 122 122 

Gross Margin 942 994 1,092 

Overhead Costs 508 508 498 

Net Margin 434 486 594 

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey.  e Estimate, f Forecast 

 

Table B1: Average Hill Sheep Output, Direct Costs, Gross Margin and Technical Performance, 2023 - 2024 

 2023 2024 

 € per ewe 

Gross output 113 109 

of which Sheep welfare per ewe 8.22 13.22 

Total Direct Costs 77 67 

Gross Margin 35 42 

Overhead Costs 46 31 

Net Margin -10 11 

   

Source: Teagasc National Farm Survey  

Note: This analysis summarises results for farms with a hill sheep enterprise and only Hill sheep farms with more than 20 ewes are included 
in the analysis. For 2023 and 2024, the data relate to 21 and 23 farms respectively. These farms are nationally representative of almost 
3,500 farms in 2024 
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Review of Tillage Farming in 2025 and Outlook for 2026 
 

Fiona Thorne 
 

Agricultural Economics and Farm Surveys Department, Teagasc 

 

1. Introduction 

Harvest prices in the cereals sector in 2025, 
compared to 2024, were lower, with some prices 
slightly lower than others.  Furthermore, yields for 
the major Irish cereal crops were mixed, with some 
crops tending to yield lower whilst other crops 
tended to yield higher than those achieved at 
harvest 2024.  Taken together, these developments 
resulted in mixed gross output values on a per 
hectare basis in 2025 relative to 2024.  In addition, 
direct costs of production in 2025, remained at 
relatively high levels.   

The movement in cereal prices at harvest 2025 was 
influenced by an increase in the global harvest of 
grains and an increase in the stocks to use ratio of 
some of the major grains on the international 
balance sheet.  

This paper will consider whether the price 
movements of the 2025 harvest can be considered 
atypical or whether prices will continue at these 
levels into the 2026 harvest.  The paper uses Irish 
Teagasc National Farm Survey (NFS) data to conduct 
a review of the financial performance of tillage 
farms in 2024.  Following this, prices and costs are 
estimated for 2025 and these are used to produce 
an estimate of net margin for the 2025 harvest year.  
In the concluding sections of the paper, forecasts 
for 2026 are presented.   

2. Review of the Economic Performance 
of Tillage Farms in 2024 

Approximately 6,230 specialist tillage farms were 
represented by the Teagasc NFS in 2024.  Income on 
tillage farms increased substantially by 116 percent 
year-on-year.   

Gross output on a whole farm basis increased by 8 
percent.  Direct costs and overhead costs decreased 
on a whole farm basis, by 7 percent and 8 percent 
respectively.  Overall, total costs on a whole farm 
basis decreased by 7 percent on average. These 
changes resulted in an average Family Farm Income 
(FFI) in 2024 of €41,472, which is equivalent to a 116 
percent increase on 2023, but still represents a 4 
percent decrease om the previous five year average 
FFI on tillage farms. 

Figure 1: Average Income on Irish Specialist 
Tillage Farms 2020 to 2024 

 
Source: Teagasc, National Farm Survey (various years).  

To understand the economic performance of tillage 
farms in 2024, we begin with a review of the cost 
and return structure of the main cereal crops using 
NFS data.  Figure 2 disaggregates the direct costs of 
production for the principal cereal, oilseed and 
protein (COP) crops grown on Irish farms in 2024.  

Figure 2:  Composition of Direct Costs for COP 
Crops, 2024 

 

Source: Teagasc, National Farm Survey.  

Figure 2 shows that in general, direct costs are 
higher for winter sown crops compared to spring 
sown crops, due to the higher fertiliser and crop 
protection costs incurred in growing winter crops. 
However, given that yields are generally higher in 
winter sown crops, the more appropriate 
comparative economic indicator is gross margin per 
hectare, as shown in Figure 3.  

Figure 3 shows that the average gross margin per 
hectare for all winter crops is higher than the gross 
margin for equivalent spring sown crops.  Winter 
wheat, winter barely, winter oats and spring oats 
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recorded the highest gross margins and spring 
beans the lowest margin of all COP crops examined 
in 2024 (see Table A1 in the appendix to this paper 
for further details).  The gross margin per hectare 
for the two main cereal crops, spring barley and 
winter wheat increased in 2024 relative to 2023, by 
approximately €425 and €205 per hectare 
respectively.   

While gross margin estimates are useful for 
comparative purposes, it is also worthwhile to 
examine the shift in net margin over time.  

Figure 3:  Gross Margins per hectare for COP 
Crops, 2024 

 

Source: Teagasc, National Farm Survey ?-  

For this reason, the analysis looks at the net margin 
of the cereal enterprise for the entire NFS specialist 
tillage farming population and this is shown in 
Figure 4.  The net margin figures in Figure 4 below 
take account of allocated overhead costs; on the 
average specialist tillage farm in 2024, overhead 
costs were approximately €810 per hectare.  In 
addition, coupled payments such as those under the 
Straw Incorporation Scheme, Tillage incentive 
Scheme and Protein aid Scheme are included in the 
net margin, whereas decoupled payments such as 
the BISS and Eco scheme payments are excluded 
from the net margins.   

Figure 4: Cereal Enterprise on Specialist Tillage 
System Farms: Net Margin 
Distributions, 2024 

 
Source: Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data. 

To examine the variation in net margins earned by 
tillage farms, the sample was divided into three 
groups.  Farms were classified on the basis of net 
margin per hectare; the best performing one-third 
of farms labelled high margin, the middle one-third 
labelled moderate margin and the poorest 
performing one-third labelled as low margin.  The 
variation in margins across Irish tillage farms is 
readily apparent from Figure 4.  The net margin per 
hectare for the cereal enterprise on high margin 
farms in 2024 was €764 compared to minus €181 on 
moderate margin farms and minus €316 on low 
margin farms.  It is important to remember that 
these margins include production output only; 
hence by definition payments such as the Basic 
Income Support for Sustainability (BISS) and Eco 
scheme payments, which are decoupled from 
production, are not included in these figures.  

 

3. Estimate of 2025 Performance 

This section of the paper presents a review of the 
cereal sector in 2025.  To provide an estimate of 
enterprise margins for the current year, it is 
necessary to estimate the volume and price of 
inputs that are likely to have been used as well as 
the volume and value of outputs produced in 2025. 
The ensuing sections of the paper discuss first, the 
movements in input prices and usage and second, 
the cereal market conditions, harvest yields, and 
production in 2025.  

3.1 Estimated Input Usage and Price 
2025 

3.1.1 Fertiliser – Usage and Price 2025 

Expenditure on fertilisers now represent a large 
proportion of costs on tillage farms.  In 2024, 
fertiliser costs represented 27 percent of direct 
costs on tillage farms and approximately 14 percent 
of total costs.  Short run changes in the demand for 
natural gas (and fertiliser), coupled with relatively 
fixed production capacity has the potential to 
impact fertiliser prices to a large extent.   

Following the significant peak in fertiliser prices in 
2008 and 2009, the pressure on fertiliser prices has 
been mixed in more recent years. However, the 
COVID-19 pandemic and the illegal invasion of 
Ukraine has significantly altered the balance in 
demand and supply for natural gas which has had a 
very significant impact on fertiliser prices.  
Following a sharp decline in fertiliser prices in 2020, 
a step increase in fertiliser prices occurred during 
the course of 2021 and again in 2022.  Whilst there 
was some welcome reprieve in fertiliser prices 
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during the course of 2023 and 2024. There was 
some slight upward movement in the first half of 
2025, which is the peak purchasing time 
traditionally for fertiliser on tillage farms. It is 
estimated that fertiliser costs on tillage farms will be 
increased slightly in 2025.  On a calendar year basis, 
taking purchasing patterns into account, it is 
estimated that fertiliser prices for NPK based 
products are down by about 3 percent in 2025 
compared to 2024.  

Figure 5: Irish Farm Gate Price Index of Fertilisers 
2020 to 2025 

 

Source:  Central Statistics Office data for 2020 to 2025.  

On the usage side, DAFM figures indicate that 
fertiliser purchases in the 2025 fertiliser year (latest 
figures from October 2024 to June 2025, as data 
from the last quarter was not available at the time 
of writing) shows a mixed picture for N,P and K 
products. Given that DAFM data on fertiliser 
purchases refers to all purchases for grassland and 
cropland it was necessary to consult with farm 
advisors and industry sources to evaluate the 
magnitude of change in fertiliser usage levels for 
Irish crop farms in 2025.  Reports from a number of 
sources indicate that there is much more limited 
opportunity for nutrient reductions on crop farms 
compared to grassland farms, in response to 
fertiliser prices, with individual crops having specific 
nutrient requirements to achieve target yields. 
Notwithstanding nutrient requirements it is 
estimated that there was some further substitution 
away from chemical fertiliser in favour of animal 
manures to fulfil crop nutrient requirements in 
2025, prompted by recent constrained cash flow 
situations.  However, the increase in winter cereals 
area would also have a positive impact on fertiliser 
volume applied. Overall expenditure on chemical 
based fertiliser in 2025 is estimated to have 
increased by about 4 percent on a whole farm basis, 
taking increases in prices and cereal area into 
account.  

3.1.2 Seed – Usage and Price 2025 

Expenditure on purchased seed on crop farms 
comprises between 10 and 27 percent of direct 
costs production, with seed representing a higher 
proportion of direct costs in protein crops, such as 
spring beans, where fertiliser costs represent a 
lower proportion of direct costs.  In terms of the 
composition of total costs, seed represented about 
14 percent of total costs in 2024. In 2025, cereal 
farmers experienced virtually no change in seed 
costs relative to the previous year given that cereal 
prices at harvest 2024 remained relatively stable 
relative to 2023, this price stability was transmitted 
to seed prices, with blue label seed costing around 
€735 per tonne.  
 

3.1.3 Crop protection – Usage and Price 
2025 

The expenditure on crop protection by specialist 
tillage farms in 2024 accounted for 17 percent of 
direct costs and 9 percent of total costs.  However, 
the contribution of crop protection to the 
composition of costs can vary significantly 
depending on the crop; the percentage spent on 
crop protection for winter crops is higher than that 
for spring crops.  For example, for the winter wheat 
crop in 2024, crop protection costs accounted for 20 
percent of direct costs, as compared to 14 percent 
for spring barley. 

Figure 6: Price Index of Plant Protection products 
in Ireland 2020- 2025 

 

Source: Central Statistics Office and Author’s own estimates. 

Compared to other significant costs on tillage farms, 
the increase in the prices of crop protection 
products listed by the CSO has been limited over the 
recent past, until the trend break which appeared in 
the data in February 2022. Figure 6 shows the 
annual average increase in crop protection products 
in 2022 was 20 percent, with a further 9 percent 
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increase in 2023 and 4 percent in 2024.  The 
estimated annual increase is less pronounced in 
2025, estimated at a 1 percent increase in 2025. 
Recent increases in prices are attributed to inflation 
in the energy market, which is important for the 
manufacture of products and also supply and 
demand issues associated with post-pandemic 
supply shortages globally.  

3.1.4 Electricity and Fuel – Usage and 
Price 2025 

Energy and fuel are important inputs in crop 
production.  Given that a number of direct and 
overhead costs are directly influenced by energy 
and fuel prices, the trend in energy prices is of 
significance for tillage farmers.  In this analysis it is 
assumed that hired machinery/contracting and 
transport costs, which are components of direct 
costs, and fuel and lubricants which are 
components of overhead costs, are influenced by 
energy inflation. These cost items represented 
approximately 17 percent of total costs on tillage 
farms in 2024.  

Based on the CSO estimates presented in Figure 7, 
the price of fuel remained relatively  stable between 
2023 and 2024 for the year as a whole (the last full 
year for which data is available).   

Figure 7: Price Index of Fuel products in Ireland 
2020 – 2025 

 

Source: Central Statistics Office and Author’s own estimates. 

Subsequently, as a result of limited downward 
movements in Brent crude oil prices and green 
diesel fuel prices, expenditure on fuel  on Irish 
tillage farms decreased by about 3 percent in 2025 
relative to 2024.  

Demand for these input items tends to be relatively 
inelastic with respect to price and therefore it is 
assumed that usage in 2025 will have been similar 
to the 2024 level. Overall expenditure on fuel 

related items is likely to be 23 percent lower in 2025 
relative to 2024. 

3.1.5 All other direct and overhead 
costs – Usage and Price 2025 

Based on CSO estimates for the first nine months of 
2025 compared to the same time period in 2024, it 
is estimated that ‘other direct costs’ have increased 
on an annual basis by about 1 percent. 

The estimated? average cost of land rental in 2025 
on specialist tillage farms represented 9 percent of 
total costs.  Based on farm gate cereal margins 
increasing in 2024, there could be some basis for 
assuming an increase in land rental prices in 2025, 
in addition industry reports of further land rental 
inflation were reported by SCSI/Teagasc in 2025 
(SCSI/Teagasc, 2025).  It is assumed that the average 
land rental price per hectare increased by 5 percent 
per hectare in 2025.  Whilst the SCSI/Teagasc report 
of April 2025 forecast that average land rental 
prices would increase by 7 percent in 2025, it must 
be borne in mind that not all land rent contracts 
would fall due within one year, hence on a per 
hectare basis across all hectares of tillage land in 
2025 it is assumed that prices increased by 5 
percent.  The methods employed here, which 
reflect costs per crop hectare, do not capture 
changes in the volume of land rented.  For 2024, on 
a total farm basis, the actual impact of any changes 
to total cereal area (rented or otherwise) will only 
be fully reflected in the final Teagasc NFS figures for 
2025, which will be published in mid-2026.  

3.1.6 Estimate of Total Input 
expenditure for 2025 

Total expenditure on all input items is estimated to 
have increased marginally in 2025 relative to 2024.  
The most significant increase in expenditure on a 
per hectare basis occurred for labour costs and 
fertiliser, which are estimated to have increased by 
6 percent and 3 percent respectively.  On average, 
the estimated increase in total direct costs was 
approximately 1 percent in 2025 relative to the 
2024 level, on a per hectare, per crop basis.   

The estimates, provided on a per hectare basis for 
individual cereal crops, do not take into account 
changes in the area devoted to individual cereal 
crops.  Overall, it is estimated that direct costs for 
the average specialist tillage farm increased by 5 
percent, taking cereal area and the change between 
winter and spring sown area into account. 
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Figure 8A: Direct Costs in Winter Crops in Ireland 
2024 and Estimates for 2025  

 

Source:  Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data and Author’s 
estimates for 2025 

Figure 8B: Direct Costs in Spring Crops Ireland 
2024 and Estimates for 2025  

 

Source:  Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data and Author’s 
estimates for 2025. 

3.2 Estimated Output Values 2025 

3.2.1 Price, yield, moisture levels and 
coupled payments in 2025 

In 2025, an increase in the aggregate production of 
wheat, barley and maize on the European balance 
sheet in 2025/26 compared to 2024/25, resulted in 
a downward movement in Irish farm gate harvest 
prices for the main cereal crops compared to 2024 
(Figure 9).  
 
Table 1 shows the average green yields obtained in 
2024 and estimated yields for 2025.  In general, the 
yields achieved in 2025, compared to 2024 were 
mixed. However, readers should note that these 
yields are green yields and are thus not adjusted for 
moisture content. 

The last variable which must be assessed in 
calculating cereal output value per hectare and per 
farm is the value of straw.  Following the increase in 
cereal yields, there was also an increase in the 

volume of straw produced in 2025, this increase is 
driven by the increase in cereal area and the winter 
crop area sown.  It is estimated that whilst the total 
volume of straw increased in 2025, the price for 
straw was reduced in 2025 compared to 2024. 
Uptake of the straw incorporation measure in 2025 
is also estimated to be increased compared to 2024.  

Figure 9: Farm Gate Cereal Prices (major crops), 
2015-2025 

 

Source: Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data and Author’s 
estimate for 2025 

Table 1: Average Cereal Crop Yield Levels, 2024 
and 2025 Harvest 

 Yield (tonne per ha) 

 2024 2025 

Winter Wheat 8.90 10.55 

Winter Barley 8.10 9.17 

Winter Oats 8.70 9.08 

Spring Wheat 7.50 7.40 

Spring Barley 7.30 7.28 

Spring Oats 7.70 7.50 

Source: Teagasc Harvest report figures for 2025 

Some coupled payments on tillage crops have also 
witnessed changes from 2024 to 2025.  The protein 
aid payment budget remained at €10 million in 
2025, but the per hectare payment rates increased 
from approximately €500 in 2024 to €600 per 
hectare, due to areas planted. The protein aid 
coupled payments are included in the calculations 
outlined in Figure 10 below. 

Additional support payments paid out in 2025 also 
included the Straw Incorporation Measure (SIM) 
with an increased budget of up to €15 million and 
the additional tillage support payment of €30 
million, the latter which was paid in Spring 2025 but 
accrued for crops sown in 2024.  Whilst there were 
additional payments paid out in 2024, which did not 
reoccur in 2025 (such as Tillage Top Up and 
Unharvested Crop Loss expenditure of €14.3M and 
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a residual maintenance payment in respect of the 
Tillage Incentive Scheme area with a budget of 
€1.4m), these 2024 additional payments were not 
as high as the tillage support payment budget paid 
in 2025, at a rate of €100 per hectare.  

3.2.2 Estimate of Total Output Value for 
2025 

Given the large number of variables that need to be 
considered in estimating output value, as outlined 
above, the estimated changes in crop output value 
between 2024 and 2025 are very crop specific.   

In overall terms, there is a mixed picture in terms of 
gross output value changes in 2025 relative to 2024, 
with some crops estimated to have recorded a slight 
increase and others a slight decrease in gross output 
in per hectare terms.  Output value per hectare in 
2025 is estimated to have increased by 
approximately 4 percent across all of the tillage 
crops on the specialist tillage farms examined (when 
change of area is accounted for). 

Figure 10:  Actual Gross Output per Hectare 2024 
& Estimated Gross Output per Hectare 
2025 

 

Source:  Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data and Author’s 
estimates for 2025. 

3.2.3 Estimate of Total Production 2025 

The figures presented in section 3.2.2 provide 
estimates of output value per hectare. However, 
these estimates do not take into consideration 
changes in the area devoted to cereal crops in 2025.  
Figure 11 shows the area estimates for 2025, based 
on the 2025 Teagasc Harvest Report data.  

Figure 11 shows that the total area devoted to 
cereals production increased by 4 percent in the 
2024/25 crop year compared to the 2023/24 crop 
year. There was also some switching between 
winter and spring sown crops which was weather 
related. When non cereal crops are taken into 
consideration, specifically, winter oilseed rape and 
spring beans, the total area devoted to COP 
increased by 1 percent. 

Figure 11:  Change in Irish COP Area from 
2023/2024 to 2024/25 crop year  

 

Source:  CSO and Teagasc Final Harvest Report 2025 

[Note these figures do not report the area devoted to rye 
production, which is reported in the Teagasc Harvest 
report, for the first time in 2025.] 

Table 2 combines actual total cereal production for 
2024, with estimated total cereal production for 
2025. The estimated 2025 production of wheat, 
barley and oats is based on 2025 yield estimates 
from the Teagasc harvest report.  Overall cereal 
production is estimated to increase 15 percent on 
2024 levels.  

Table 2: Actual & Estimated Production 2024 & 
2025 (‘000 Tonnes) 

  2024 2054e %Change 

Wheat 394 628 60% 

Barley 1292 1296 0% 

Oats 225 266 18% 

Total 1911 2190 15% 

Source: CSO and Teagasc Final Harvest Report 2025 

3.2.4 International Production 
Estimates for 2025 

While production estimates for Irish cereals are 
important from a national supply, demand and 
balance sheet perspective, it is primarily 
developments in the EU and international supply 
and use balance for cereals that affect price 
developments in Ireland.  For this reason, a review 
of EU and international ending stocks for cereals are 
more informative when near term price 
developments are concerned.   

Latest estimates for EU total grain production for 
the 2025/26 marketing year are up significantly on 
the previous year’s levels (Strategie Grains, 
November 2025b). EU and international total 
production of wheat, barley and maize were up 12 
percent on the previous marketing year 
respectively. It is noteworthy that there is also a 
significant increase in the ending stocks to use ratio 
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for wheat, barley and maize on the international 
balance sheet.  

Significant increases in EU and international 
production levels resulted in significant downward 
movement in farm gate cereal prices paid at harvest 
2025, compared to 2024.  Current market reports 
indicate that prices will continue in a downward 
trajectory through the remainder of the marketing 
year given the high level of potential ending stocks. 
(Strategie Grains, November, 2025). 

3.3 Review of Tillage Enterprise 
Margins in 2025 

The review of cereal output value showed that the 
average value of output received by farmers was 
slightly higher in 2025 compared to 2024. The 
review of input costs concluded that total direct 
costs were slightly higher in 2025 compared to 
2024, due mainly to an increase in fertiliser and 
labour expenditure.  Figure 12 presents the effect of 
these estimates on the estimated gross margin for 
each of the main Irish cereal crops.  

Figure 12 shows a mixed story in terms of the 
relative change in gross margin in 2025 relative to 
2024.  The relative shift in yields, crop prices, straw 
returns and input expenditure has been more 
positive for most winter crops compared to spring 
crops in 2025 compared to 2024.  In terms of the 
major crops, the gross margin for spring barley was 
down by approximately €135 per hectare and the 
winter barley gross margin is estimated to be up by 
approximately €75 per hectare, while the gross 
margin for winter wheat is also estimated to be up 
by approximately €170 per hectare.  It should be 
noted that the average gross margin figures 
presented above are market based gross margins 
and therefore exclude all decoupled payments and 
overhead costs, except for the inclusion of the 
coupled protein aid payment, for spring beans. 
Additional tillage related payments, such as the 
straw incorporation payment and tillage support 
payment, paid in 2025, are not included in Figure 
12, but are included in the calculations in average 
COP enterprise margins presented in Figure 13 
below, as they are considered to be paid across all 
COP crops on the farm.  

The estimated net margins for 2025 are presented 
for the average cereal enterprise on specialist tillage 
farms, with the NFS sample disaggregated into one-
third groupings based on net margins per hectare 
obtained.  

 

Figure 12: Actual Gross Margin in 2024 & 
Estimated Gross Margin for 2025 for 
each of the Main Crops 

 

Source:  Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data and Author’s 
estimates for 2025. 

Figure 13 shows the cereal enterprise net margin 
estimates for 2025 relative to 2024, for the average 
specialist tillage farm, in addition to the net margins 
for the low, moderate and high margin groupings of 
tillage farms.  

Figure 13: Actual Net Margin 2024 and Estimated 
Net Margin for 2025 for the Cereal 
Enterprise on Specialist Tillage Farms 

 

Source:  Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data and Author’s 
estimates for 2025. 

The estimate of net margins for the typical cereal 
enterprise in 2025 is higher than in 2024 given 
upward movement in gross margins per hectare, 
area changes and less significant movement in 
overhead costs.  For the best performing one-third 
of tillage farms, the estimated net margin for 2025 
was approximately €410 per hectare compared to 
the average, where the net margin was 
approximately €270 per hectare. As already 
mentioned above, it is important to note that these 
figures exclude decoupled direct payments.  
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4. Outlook for 2026 

In this section forecasts are provided for 
expenditure on various input items in 2026, the 
likely farm gate cereal price that will prevail at 
harvest 2026 and the likely net margin of tillage 
farms in 2026. 

4.1 The Outlook for Input Expenditure 

4.1.1 Fertiliser – usage and price 2026 

A number of factors need to be considered when 
forecasting price and volume changes for fertiliser 
on crop farms in 2026.  Market sources at the time 
of writing (November 2025) are indicating that the 
price of NPK compound products are likely to be 
approximately 10 percent higher than for the 
corresponding period last year, due in large part to 
factors affecting the supply of fertiliser products 
and the introduction of the EU Carbon Border 
Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) mechanism  from 
January 1st 2026.  With the majority of fertiliser 
purchases happening in the February/March time 
period in any given year, it is forecast that the 
increase in fertiliser price for COP crops in 2025/26 
will be about 10 percent higher than for 2024/25. 

4.1.2 Seed – usage and price 2026 

As mentioned previously, cereal farmers 
experienced relatively little change in seed costs in 
2025 relative to the previous year due to cereal 
price changes at harvest 2024.  Given that cereal 
prices at harvest 2025 decreased relative to 2024, 
some of this price decrease has been transmitted to 
seed prices, with blue label seed costing around 
€710 per tonne, which is approximately 3 percent 
lower than 2025 seed prices.  

4.1.3 Crop protection – usage and price 
2026 

The increase in crop protection costs in 2026 
relative to 2025 is forecast to be of a smaller 
magnitude to the changes seen in 2025.  Assuming 
no further significant price changes on a monthly 
basis, from the current prices in November 2025, it 
is likely that price increases for plant protection 
products will be about 1 percent in 2026, on an 
annual average basis.  

4.1.4 Electricity and Fuel – usage and 
price 2026 

Fuel costs in 2026 will depend mainly on the 
evolution of crude oil prices.  Current futures prices 
suggest that crude oil prices will decrease in 2026 
relative to 2025 prices, leading to approximately a 

10 percent change in farm level fuel prices on tillage 
farms, on an annual average basis.   

4.1.5 All other direct and overhead 
costs 2026 

All other direct costs are forecast to increase by 
about 1 percent in 2026, in line with projections for 
general inflation in 2026 and basing the forecast on 
an annual average basis.  At this early stage in the 
production season anecdotal evidence on land 
rental prices for 2026 is mixed.  However, due to the 
continued cash flow pressure on tillage farms in 
2025, it is assumed that there will be little 
inflationary pressure on land rent in 2026.  It is 
assumed that overall land rental charges will 
increase by 2 percent in 2026 relative to 2025.  

4.2 The Outlook for Markets 2026 

The cereals market has experienced significant 
volatility in recent years. Planting decisions by 
farmers will be influenced by expected farm gate 
cereal prices (and margins) and weather in 2026.  A 
number of factors must be taken into consideration 
when making price forecasts for the coming 
harvest. 

To formally evaluate the risk associated with 
predicting the 2026 harvest price, an econometric 
analysis was conducted to predict the probability 
that the 2026 farm gate price will be higher or lower 
than the 2025 price.  This analysis was based on the 
forward offered green harvest prices, offered in 
November 2025 for harvest 2026.  The regression 
analysis examined the historic relationship between 
(i) predicted futures price for the following harvest 
and (ii) the actual farm gate price paid at harvest 
one year hence.  This regression analysis enables a 
forecast to be made of the 2026 Irish farm gate 
cereal price for wheat, taking into consideration the 
differences between the historic predicted values 
and the actual outcomes. 

Figure 14 outlines the probability of achieving 
various harvest prices in September 2026.  Based on 
the econometric model developed, it shows that 
there is significant uncertainty concerning the 
predicted harvest price for September 2026.  This 
predicted range is based on current forward 
contract harvest prices (November 2026), and the 
spread around the mean value is based on how right 
or wrong futures markets have been in recent times 
in predicting prices one season ahead. 
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Figure 14: Probability Distribution of the 
predicted 2026 Wheat Harvest Price 

 

Source: Author’s own estimates. 

Based on market reports on forward prices and the 
probabilities of achieving different harvest prices, 
the average predicted value for the farm gate wheat 
price is approximately €190 per tonne at 20 percent 
moisture, which is unchanged on harvest prices paid 
in 2025.  However, there is a significant variance 
surrounding this figure. Based on a 90 percent 
confidence interval, it is forecast that the figure 
could be as low as €153 per tonne or as high as €314 
per tonne (Figure 15). 

Figure 15: Historic, Estimated & Forecast Farm 
Gate Feed Wheat Price (2015– 2026) 

 
Source:  Author’s own estimates, 2025 forecast, at 90 percent 
confidence interval. 
 

The latest edition of Strategie Grains (November 
2025) outlines a decreased potential in the EU area 
planted for the 2026/27 marketing year compared 
to 2025/26.  

In total, soft wheat area in the EU27 is estimated to 
remain stable at around 21.5Mt.  Total EU27 barley 
area is also expected to remain stable at 9.9Mt. 
Total EU27 maize area is however forecast to 
decrease 6 percent to 7.7 Mha (2026/27).  

The change in cereal area (in the EU) is coupled with 
an assumption of the achievement of trend yields in 
2025 (see Appendix A3 for further details on 
forecast changes in arable crop areas in the EU27 
for 2026/2027).  An achievement of trend yields 

within the EU27, ceteris paribus, would yield lower 
yields than the results of 2025 in the EU-27, 
however the ending stocks to use ratio is expected 
to put significant pressure on the opening balance 
of stocks in the next marketing year.  

EU production in 2026 is anticipated to decrease, 
due to a decrease in maize area coupled with a 
reversion to trend yields across all grains. However, 
due primarily to the significant increase in opening 
stock levels expected for the 2026/27 marketing 
year, the farm gate cereal prices at harvest 2026 is 
expected to remain relatively unchanged on 2025 
harvest prices.  This 2026 price forecast is borne out 
in forward green prices offered to farmers during 
November (2025) for November 2026 delivery. 
Additional bullish factors to note include:  

• A reversion to trend yields in 2026 remains a 
possible significant supply side factor; 

• A continued rise in on-farm feeds and industrial 
feeds due to the competitiveness of wheat 
associated with the larger 2025/26 harvest 
volume. This increase in the total consumption 
of animal feeds is often seen in years of very 
large harvests.  This increase in demand could 
potentially lower ending stocks of cereal 
coming out of the 2025/26 marketing year;  

• Significant weather events; (i) for example 
rainfall levels across the EU have been uneven 
since planting, with excess water in Bulgaria 
and some parts of northern Europe but deficits 
in some regions such as Spain and Hungary (ii) 
given the active La Nina conditions, the US may 
see drier than normal weather over the winter, 
potentially leading to lower yields, but 
currently La Nina is forecast as a weak event; 

Additional bearish factors include: 

• Political factors, such as trade policies.  A peace 
deal with Ukraine could lead to growing output 
and remove some of the geopolitical risk in the 
wheat market in particular. 

It is forecast that farm gate cereal prices will remain 
unchanged at harvest 2026.  

4.3 The Outlook for Tillage Enterprise 
Margins in 2026 

Direct costs are forecast to increase slightly in 2026 
relative to 2025, due to the forecast increase in 
fertiliser and crop protection costs despite expected 
slight decreases in seed and energy related direct 
costs.  Whilst some direct cost items may decrease 
in 2026, the general trend is for little movement in 
costs compared to 2025, resulting in total direct 
costs in 2026 on average about 3 percent higher 
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than 2025 levels. Furthermore, output value on 
average is forecast to be only slightly lower than 
2025 levels, due to the forecast change in cereal 
yields when trend yields are assumed, coupled with 
relative stability in cereal prices.  Figure 16 presents 
the actual gross margin for each of the main cereal 
crops in 2024, and the respective estimates and 
forecasts for 2025 and 2026.  

The net effect of input price, output price and 
volume movements is on average, forecast to have, 
a negative effect on gross margins for 2026.  For 
example, gross margins for winter wheat and winter 
barley are forecast to increase by approximately 
€105 and €85 per hectare respectively, while gross 
margins for spring barley are forecast to decrease 
by approximately €5 per hectare.  The overall story 
for the 2025 forecast is for a decrease in gross 
margins as a result of the achievement of trend 
yields, no change in cereal prices and a slight 
increase in direct costs.  

Figure 16: Actual 2024, Estimate 2025 and 
Forecast 2026, for Cereal Crop Gross 
Margins 

 

Source:  Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data and Author’s 
estimates for 2025 & forecast for 2026. 
 

Similar to the format used to present margins in 
2024 and 2025 earlier in the paper, the forecast net 
margins for 2026, are presented for the cereal 
enterprise on specialist tillage farms, as well as the 
population of such farms disaggregated into one-
third groupings based on margins obtained.  Figure 
17 shows that the forecast net margins for the 
cereal enterprise in 2026 are slightly lower than in 
2025 and 2024. 

The slight downward movement in margins 
(compared to 2025) is associated with the yield and 
price forecasts for 2026 and an increase in some key 
direct cost items.   

Overall, the net margin for the average cereal 
enterprise in 2026 is forecast to be €236 per 
hectare. 

Figure 17: Net Margin Actual 2024, Estimate 2025 
and Forecast 2026 for the Cereal 
Enterprise on Specialist Tillage Farms  

 

Source: Teagasc, National Farm Survey Data and Author’s 
estimates for 2025 & forecast for 2026. 
 

4.4 Concluding Comments 

The 2024/2025 production year saw some upward 
movement in cereal gross margins and net margins 
for the main cereal crops.  In 2025, there was an 
increase in winter cereal area, with mixed yield 
performance at harvest and downward movement 
in harvest price.  There was a very slight increase in 
direct costs of production, from fertiliser and labour 
costs to seed. There were higher payments from the 
tillage support scheme and an increased budget for 
the SIM as well as higher payment rates per hectare 
for protein crops. Taken together these factors 
yielded a slight increase in forecast net margins on 
the average cereal enterprise on specialist tillage 
farms.   

The gross margin per hectare in 2025 for winter 
barley and winter wheat are estimated to be up by 
approximately €75 and €170 per hectare 
respectively, whilst the gross margin for spring 
barley is estimated to be down by approximately 
€135 per hectare.  

The forecast for net margins on tillage farms in 2026 
is for a slight decrease in margins, owing to a return 
to trend yields, no change in harvest prices and 
some upward movement in direct costs.  The overall 
picture for COP crops is that in general average net 
margins should be slightly lower than those 
achieved in 2025 but remain virtually unchanged on 
the high margins received in 2024.  The movement 
in margins forecast for 2026 will mean that COP 
based net margins will be positive on approximately 
70 percent of specialist tillage farms in 2026.  
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Table A1: Production Costs, Output and Gross Margin for Major Cereal Crops in 2024 (€ per ha) 
 

Gross 
Output 

Fertiliser Seed Crop 
protection 

Machinery 
Hire 

Other 
direct 
costs 

Total 
direct 
costs 

Gross 
Margin 

S barley 1837 296 138 207 299 27 968 869 

M barley 1943 324 157 221 270 13 985 957 

S oats 1962 152 153 76 336 11 729 1233 

W barley 2225 404 160 297 234 25 1119 1106 

W oats 2077 285 138 168 282 66 938 1139 

W wheat 2362 369 233 327 191 44 1163 1198 

S Beans 1415 149 192 192 162 29 723 693 

W Oilseed rape 1734 249 141 260 304 10 963 771 

Source:  Teagasc National Farm Survey Data (2024) 

 
Table A2: Variation in output and margin 2024: top and bottom performing spring barley producers 

 Top Bottom % Difference between Top 
and Bottom 

Average crop area (hectares) 17 11 37% 

Yield (tonnes per hectare) 7 6 10% 

Price per tonne 261 207 21% 

Gross output (€ per hectare) 2102 1575 25% 

Fert., seed, spray (€ per hectare) 569 714 -25% 

Machinery hire (€ per hectare) 228 370 -63% 

Gross Margin (€ per hectare) 1291 452 65% 

Fixed Costs (€ per hectare) 691 699 -1% 

Total Costs (€ per hectare) 896 1237 -38% 

Net Margin (€ per hectare) 600 -247 141% 

Source: National Farm Survey Data (2024) 

 

Table A3: Changes in arable crop areas in the EU27 

  24/25 M Ha 25/26M Ha % Change 

Soft wheat 113.5 136.8 21% 

Maize 50.1 56.6 13% 

Barley 59.1 56.7 -4% 

Total wheat, barley, maize area 222.7 250.1 12% 

Source: Strategie Grains (November 2025) 
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Review of Pig Sector in 2025 and Outlook for 2026 
 

Michael McKeon 
 

Pig Development Department, Teagasc 

 

1. Introduction 

In 2022 the Irish pig industry experienced its lowest 
profitability in 40 years, as the invasion of Ukraine 
led to escalating feed ingredient and energy costs. 
During 2023 the sector returned to much needed 
profitability, and this profitability has continued 
throughout 2024 and 2025. 

2. Review of Irish Pig Sector in 2025 

The review of the sector can be broken into the 
input costs incurred, the output produced, and the 
income generated in 2025. 

2.1 Pig Production Costs 

The cost of producing pigs in Ireland can be divided 
into feed cost (75 percent) and non-feed costs (25 
percent).  

2.2 Irish Pig Feed Costs 2025 

Monthly Irish composite pig feed prices are shown 
in Figure 1, expressed in terms of the cost per kg 
deadweight (dwt.). Feed prices started the year at a 
relatively high level of 130c per kg, due to continued 
high compound feed costs originally stemming from 
the invasion of Ukraine. As 2025 progressed, falling 
ingredient prices led to an estimated feed cost of 
124c/kg by year end, to give an annual average of 
128c/kg.  The equivalent composite feed price fell 
from €368 per tonne in January to €358 per tonne 
in December (-€10), giving an estimated annualised 
cost of €366 per tonne, a decrease of 3 percent 
when compared to 2024 (€378). However, the 
composite feed price remains 9 percent above the 
2021 pre-Ukraine-war average feed price of €337. 

Figure 1: Monthly Irish pig feed cost 2025 

 

Source: Teagasc Pig Department 
* Nov and Dec forecast 

 

When the composite feed price is examined over a 
longer time frame, the 2025 price of €366 per tonne 
is still one of the highest over the last forty years. It 
is significantly higher than the 15 year (2011-2025) 
and 10-year average (2016-2025) of €339 and €347 
per tonne respectively.  

Prior to 2022 the previous highest feed cost was in 
2012 at 132 cent per kg and the lowest was in 1999 
at 76 cent per kg. 

Figure 2: Irish pig feed cost 1999-2025 

 

Source: Teagasc Pig Development Department 

2.3 Non-feed costs (excl. financials) in 
Irish Pig Production  

There are currently 70,000 sows on the Teagasc 
Profit Monitor (PM) database from a national herd 
of an estimated 138,000 (51 percent of total). The 
non-feed costs quoted are based on the national 
2024 PM data, (2025 full-year data is not yet 
available).  

Non-feed costs (excluding building depreciation and 
financial costs) are itemised in Table 1 and 2. non-
feed costs increased by 14 percent in 2025 when 
compared to the five-year average. The largest 
increases were in the healthcare, labour and 
management categories. 

The only cost reduction was a decrease in energy 
costs from 8.8c/kg (2023) to 5.5 c/kg (2024). 
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Table 1: Non-Feed Costs in PM Recorded Herds 

Cost Item 2024 2020-2024 

 cent per kg dwt. 

Healthcare 7.5 7.0 

Heat, Power, Light 5.5 6.8 

Transport 2 1.8 

AI 1.9 1.9 

Manure 2.9 1.9 

Labour/Management 16.1 14.6 

Repairs 3.3 3.2 

Administration 1.3 1.0 

Environment 0.8 0.5 

Insurance 1.7 1.6 

House rental 2.6 2.4 

Contract Costs 4.4 2.9 

Water 0.7 0.6 

Dead Pigs Disposal 0.9 0.9 

Stock Depreciation 2.8 2.7 

Miscellaneous 1.8 1.4 

Total 55.5 45.9 

Source: Teagasc Profit Monitor Report 2024 

 

2.4 Financial Costs in Irish Pig 
Production in 2025 

These costs include interest payments and building 
depreciation (Table 2) and vary greatly from pig unit 
to pig unit depending on the age of the buildings 
and the level of capital investment undertaken in 
the business in recent years. 

It is estimated that the cost of building depreciation 
and interest is significantly lower than the true level 
required for a healthy pig industry. This reflects the 
sector’s reduced capital investment due to periodic 
low levels of profitability. 

The lack of capital investment in the sector will 
increase costs in the short term (e.g. heating) and 
reduce performance efficiencies and, therefore, 
sustainability in the medium term to long term.  

Table 2: Financial Costs in PM recorded herds 

Cost Item 2024 2020-2024 

 cent per kg dwt. 

Interest 4.5 4.6 

Building Depreciation 1.2 1.3 

Total  5.7 5.9 

Source: Teagasc Pig PM Report 2024 

2.5 Total Cost of Irish Pig Production in 
2025 

The estimated annualised cost of production in 
2025 (based on 2024 non-feed costs of 61 cents 
which comprises non-feed + financials, and 2025 
feed costs) was 189.9 cent per kg dwt. for pigs 
delivered to the slaughter plant. This was marginally 
(-1.8 percent) lower than the total cost of 
production for 2024 (193.4 c/kg). 

2.6 Irish Pig Prices in 2025 

The estimated average pig price in 2025 was 207 
cent per kg dwt., which was below the record high 
annual average price achieved in 2023 (224 c/kg). 
The 2025 price was nine cents higher than the five-
year average (2021-2025) of 198c and 28c higher 
than the 10-year average (2016-2025) of 179 cent. 
The high pig price was a market response to the 
record high feed price and reduced EU pig supply 
which occurred in 2022-2024. 

The pig price entered 2025 at a high level of 209 
cent per kg dwt. As the year progressed, the pig 
price increased further to reach a peak of 228 c/kg 
by mid-June. In the second half of the year the price 
declined due to increased international 
competition, Chinese tariffs and through lower 
European pig prices.  

 

Table 3: Monthly Irish Pig Price in 2025 

Month Pig Price  

 cent per kg dwt. 

January 209 

February 208 

March 210 

April 217 

May 222 

June 228 

July 225 

August 208 

September 204 

October 194 

November* 184 

December* 180 

Average* 207 

Source: Teagasc Pig Development Department    
* Estimate / forecast 

The Irish pig price trend of peaking in June, in-line 
with other European countries. Spain and France 
peaked at 235 c/kg and 219 c/kg respectively, and 
the UK price reached a high of 245c/kg, before 
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gradually declining. The market expectation is that 
the recent high pigmeat prices in 2023-2025 may 
not continue into 2026.  

2.7 Irish Pig Production Profitability 
2025 

The margin over feed cost (MOF) in 2022 was 26 
cent per kg dwt. which was the lowest MOF in the 
last 40 years. The 2023 and 2024 MOF was higher, 
at 69 and 86 cent per kg respectively, and this trend 
continued in 2025, with a MOF of 79c/kg. 

It is estimated that a MOF of 61 cent per kg is 
currently required to meet all current production 
costs, including financial repayments. The MOF on a 
cent per kg achieved in 2025 was above this 
requirement and therefore led to moderate 
profitability.  

Table 4: Margin over Feed Costs 2016-2025 

Year Pig Price 
(Net) 

Feed 
Cost 

Margin 
over Feed 

 Cent per kg dwt. 

2016 149 106 43 

2017 162 104 58 

2018 140 107 33 

2019 168 110 58 

2020 173 108 65 

2021 159 118 41 

2022 182 156 26 

2023 224 155 69 

2024 220 134 86 

2025* 207 128 79 

Source: Teagasc Pig Development Department     *Estimate 

While the 2025 MOF is below 2024, it is significantly 
above the norm when compared to the longer-term 
trend shown in Table 5.  

Table 5: Margin Over Feed in 2025 compared to 
the 5 and 10-year average  

 Margin Over Feed % Diff. 

 cent per kg per dwt. 

2025* 79 - 

2024 86 -8 

5 Yr average 60 32 

10 Yr average 56 41 

Source: Teagasc Pig Development Department       *Estimate 

Figure 3 illustrates the pig price received and the 
total production cost (feed cost plus 61 cent) since 
2018.  

Figure 3: Pig Price compared to estimated Total 
Production Cost  

 
 
Source: Teagasc Pig Development Department 
*Total cost 2025= Feed cost + 61c 

The Irish pig sector returned to profitability in April 
2023 following 21 months of continuous losses 
(€540,000 loss per average 600 sow unit). From May 
2023 onwards the sector experienced good 
profitability levels. This profitability continued into 
2025 and has helped the sector to recoup previously 
incurred losses and regain a solid financial position. 
However, the reduction in pig price during the latter 
half of 2025 has reduced recent profit margins 
considerably. 

2.8 Irish Sow and Pig Numbers in 2025 

The Irish commercial sow herd census in 2021 was 
estimated at 145,000 (Table 6) and had remained 
stable over the previous 10 years, despite periods of 
considerable financial fluctuations in the sector. 
However, the poor sector profitability in 2022 
resulted in approximately 11,500 sows being culled 
through herd destocks, resulting in an estimated 
national sow herd of 133,500 in 2023. During 2024 
and 2025 the herd has marginally increased (+3 
percent) to an estimated 138,000 sows at year-end 
2025.  

Table 6: ROI National Sow Herd Size: 2022-2025 

Year 2022 2023 2024 2025* 

 Thousand head 

Breeding sows 140.2 133.5 137.0 138.0 

Source: Teagasc Pig Department 

The estimated number of pig slaughterings in 2025 
are illustrated in Table 7.  The 2025 disposals are 
estimated to be 3.692 million pigs, which is 5.4 
percent higher than in 2024, but 6.6 percent lower 
than the peak of 2021 (3.953 million pigs). 
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Table 7: ROI born pigs slaughtered: 2021-2025^ 

Year 2022 2023 2024 2025* 

 million head 

Slaughter Pigs 3.95 3.84 3.50 3.69 

Source: Teagasc Pig Department   ^ Includes. N.Ire. plants  *Est          

The quarterly disposals (Table 8) illustrate an 
increase in the quarterly Year-on Year differential. 
This reflects the marginal increase in the national 
sow herd size over the past 12 months. 

Table 8: ROI born^ pig disposals 2025 

 Disposals (head) % Diff. YOY 

Q1 927,186 5% 

Q2 922,085 7% 

Q3 923,043 2% 

Q4* 920,146 1% 

Total* 3,692,460 2% 

Source: Teagasc Pig Department   ^ Includes. N.Ire. plants  *Est. 

The percentage of ROI born pigs being slaughtered 
in Northern Ireland (NI) processing plants has 
increased considerably since 2023 (Table 9). The 
number being exported, as a percentage of national 
production, has increased from 10 percent (353,000 
pigs) in 2023 to an estimated 12 percent (449,000 
pigs) in 2025. This is largely due to competitive 
medium-term NI contracts being available for ROI 
pig producers. 

Table 9: Slaughter and Live Export to N. Ireland of 
ROI Born Pigs from 2016-2025 

Year Licensed 
Export Plants 

in Ireland 

Exports to 
Northern 
Ireland 

Exports as % 
of Total 

 million head % 

2016 3.221 0.414 13 

2017 3.295 0.433 13 

2018 3.337 0.463 14 

2019 3.273 0.425 12 

2020 3.343 0.456 13 

2021 3.523 0.429 11 

2022 3.499 0.394 10 

2023 3.130 0.353 10 

2024 3.176 0.403 11 

2025 3.243 0.449 12 

Source: DAFM & DARDNI       *estimate 

The combination of high sow prolificacy and higher 
sale weight led to a significant increase in the annual 

volume of Irish pigmeat being produced year-on-
year up to 2022, when it hit a peak (Table 10). 
However, in 2023-2024 the trend was reversed, 
reflecting the decline in the size of the Irish national 
sow herd. The forecast is for output in 2025 to 
increase moderately, due to a marginal increase in 
national sow numbers and a forecasted higher 
average sale weight per pig. 

Table 10: Irish annual pigmeat output 2019-2025 

Year Total Pigs 
Slaughtered 

Ave Dead 
weight # 

Total Pigmeat 
Produced 

 Million Head Kg  Tonnes 

2020 3.70 86.7 320,790 

2021 3.83 87.7 335,891 

2022 3.95 90.7 358,265 

2023 3.84 90.6 348,238 

2024 3.50 91.7 321,155 

2025* 3.69 92.7 342,291 

Source: DAFM & DARDNI    * Estimated   ^ ROI born   # Teagasc   

The reduced volume of slaughter pig disposals since 
2022 has increased the spare kill capacity in the 
principal pig processing plants in Ireland. While this 
gives greater flexibility to the sector in the event of 
a processing plant temporarily going off-line e.g. 
breakdowns etc., the recent upward trend in pig 
supplies is important to ensure the optimum 
efficiency of Irish pig processing plants.  

  

2.9 EU Sow and Pig Numbers in 2025 

The EU sow herd (Table 11) declined by 3 percent 
year-on-year in 2025, which continues the 
downward trend of recent years. The rate of decline 
has reduced, but the trend is expected to continue 
over the coming years. Since the peak in 2020, the 
EU sow herd has reduced by 10 percent (1.048 
million sows). 

The largest annual decreases (by percentage) were 
in Netherlands, Spain, Poland and Belgium. The 
Spanish decline is notable as it is the largest EU sow 
herd, and this is their first significant sow herd 
decline within the last 10 years. Pig diseases and 
environmental pressures have led to the Spanish 
reversal. The German herd was traditionally the 
largest sow herd in the EU, but the herd has reduced 
by 38 percent (868,000 sows) since 2010 and is now 
only marginally ahead the Danish herd size. 
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Table 11: Changes in selected European sow 
herds* 

 Jun 24 Jun 25 Change 

Country Thousand head % 

Spain 2,777  2,640  -5% 

Germany 1,437  1,407  -2% 

Denmark 1,151  1,157  1% 

France 860  861  0% 

Netherlands 858  799  -7% 

Poland 653  624  -4% 

Italy 630  617  -2% 

Belgium 353  341  -4% 

Hungary 244  257  5% 

Romania 230  221  -4% 

Austria 212  208  -2% 

Sweden 118  114  -3% 

Total  9,524  9,245  -3% 

Source: Eurostat     * 12 selected member states 

The level of pig disposals in some of the principal pig 
exporting countries are shown in Table 12. The 
decline in the volume of EU pig slaughterings since 
2022 has now stabilised and in 2025 the volume 
began to increase again (+2 percent YOY).  

However, the continuing decline in the EU sow herd 
will limit any significant increase in pig flow in the 
short term. 

Table 12: Selected European Pig Slaughtering’s  

 2024* 2025* Change 

Country Thousand head % 

Spain 35,179 36,676 4% 

Germany 29,487 29,528 0% 

France 14,579 14,454 -1% 

Poland 13,045 13,504 4% 

Denmark 9,486 9,504 0% 

Netherlands 9,438 9,375 -1% 

EU 27 146,486 148,617 2% 

 Source: Eurostat  *Jan-Aug 
 

2.10 Pigmeat Exports in 2025 

Ireland’s pigmeat exports were virtually unchanged 
(+1 percent) in 2025 (Jan-Aug) when compared to 
the same period in 2024 (186,586 vs 185,192 
tonnes). The most notable volume changes were an 
8 percent increase in exports to the U.K. and a 10 
percent increase to Germany. The three largest Irish 
export markets, by total volume, continue to be U.K. 

(36 percent), China (23 percent) and Germany (7 
percent). 

Irish pigmeat import volumes have risen 
significantly year-on-year (+12 percent), from 
58,777 tonnes in 2024 (Jan-Aug) to 65,727 in 2025. 
The principal sources of the total volume are 
Northern Ireland (22 percent), Netherlands (17 
percent) and Germany (20 [percent). 

In the EU 27 member states, pigmeat exports to 
third countries were virtually unchanged year-on-
year (+1.4 percent), with a minimal increase of 
30,000 tonnes. However, Spain continues to 
increase its export volume and is now the largest EU 
member state exporter by a significant margin. 

Table 13: Pigmeat exports from selected countries 

Country 2024* 2025* change 

 million tonnes % 

ROI^ 0.185 0.186 0.5 

Spain 0.981 1.026 4.5 

Germany 0.283 0.239 -16 

Denmark 0.450 0.424 -5.7 

EU 27* 2.124 2.154 1.4 

Source: CSO, Eurostat  * Jan-Sept   

China continues to have an important influence on 
the European pigmeat sector. Pigmeat export 
volumes China peaked in 2021 due to their outbreak 
of African Swine Fever. In the intervening years the 
export volumes have declined. However, China is 
still very important for the European pig sector as 
an export destination, as it consumes 25 percent of 
total EU pigmeat exports.  

During 2025 China imposed a trade tariff on 
European pigmeat exports in response to the EU’s 
imposition of tariffs on Chinese electric cars. This 
tariff varies from 30 to 50 percent, depending on 
the individual exporter. The imposition of tariffs has 
reduced the EU’s price competitiveness, creating 
the potential for a loss in the EU’s market share to 
Brazil, Canada and other major exporters.  

In addition, it has also reduced the market demand 
for some cheaper pigmeat cuts and offal. The 
continuing demand for these products is important 
for the overall efficiencies of European slaughter 
plants. 

 

3. Outlook for Irish Pig Sector in 2026 

The 2026 outlook for the pig sector is predicated on 
the expected global pig feed and pig price market 
developments. 
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3.1 Irish Pig Feed Price Outlook in 2026 

The elevated pig feed ingredient costs which 
resulted from the invasion of Ukraine have now 
largely dissipated.  The cost per tonne of maize, 
barley and wheat is now lower than before the 
invasion. However international cereal prices are 
still very dependent on export volumes from the 
Black Sea Region (BSR).  The BSR is forecast to 
produce a combined 123mt of wheat in 2025, 16 
percent of the estimated 781mt total global wheat 
output. However, the estimated 2025 wheat 
exports from the BSR (62mt) contributes 38 percent 
of the 178mt volume from major wheat exporters. 
In addition, due to the devaluation of the Russian 
rouble, Russian wheat continues to be the lowest 
cost per tonne on the international wheat export 
market. Therefore, any sudden supply change from 
the Black Sea region could create significant price 
ripples or even a price shock in the cereal market.  

The wheat price outlook, based on crop conditions, 
area planted etc. is positive for the 2025/26 
production year. The expected export volume is 
forecast to increase by 6.7mt which will act as a 
buffer to higher global wheat prices in the short 
term. 

Figure 4: Changes in wheat production 2025/26 
versus previous year 

 
Source: Strategie Grains 2025 

The size of the 2024 US maize crop was 
disappointing but since then stocks have rebounded 
due to a substantial Brazilian safrinha crop (137mt) 
and an excellent US maize crop (+5 percent YOY). 
This is expected to lead to increased global closing 
stocks (+11mt) for the 2025/26 year, thereby giving 
a significant buffer against production / market 
shocks.  

The closing stock of the ‘major maize exporters’ is 
estimated to improve marginally when compared to 
2024/25which indicates low upward price pressure 
in the short term. 

Figure 5: Global maize stock-to–use ratio for main 
exporters 

 

Source: Strategie Grains 2025    *Forecast 

The soyabean planting season is now nearer 
conclusion in Brazil, the world’s largest producer. 
The expectation (USDA) is for the Brazilian crop to 
reach 175mt in the forthcoming year. When this 
forecast is combined with the expected Argentinian 
crop, it indicates a continuing upward trend in 
annual soyabean output. In the period 2019 to 2025 
the volume has increased by a significant 26 percent 
(224mt vs 177mt). 

Figure 6: Annual soyabean output  

 
 
Source: USDA 2025    *Forecast 

Overall, the outlook for the composite pig feed price 
in 2026 is relatively benign, with the price expected 
to change little during the first few months of 2026. 
The arrival of the northern hemisphere cereal and 
soybean harvests will result in a moderate increase 
in some feed ingredient prices e.g. cereals & 
soyabean. However, the average feed price per 
tonne may decline if there is a continuation in the 
trend towards pig producers utilising compound 
feed mills, to forward-buy/undergo contract milling 
agreements.  
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Figure 7: Composite Feed Price Index 2020-2026 

 

Source: Rabo, USDA, MARA 2025 

It is forecast that feed costs will be lower year-on 
year in the first half of 2026, followed by a moderate 
increase after harvest, to generate an average 2026 
pig feed cost of 125 cent per kg dwt. (composite 
feed price of €360/t). This would be a marginal 
decrease of 2 percent on the 2025 level. 

3.2 Pig Prices in 2026 

The outlook for the Irish pig price in 2026 is going to 
be driven by EU pigmeat supply and EU pigmeat 
exports. 

The reduction in the EU sow herds of an estimated 
1 million sows over the last five years, has resulted 
in a lower volume of slaughter pigs being supplied. 
This herd reduction is not expected to be reversed 
in the short-medium term as more demanding EU 
welfare, housing and environmental legislative 
standards will make future expansion more 
expensive and difficult to achieve.  Similarly, many 
of the other major pig producing countries also have 
declining national sow herds.  

Figure 8: International sow herds 2018 – 2026f 

 

Source: Rabo, USDA, MARA 2025 

The exception is the Brazilian sow herd, which has 
increased rapidly since 2022 due to their strong 
Chinese pigmeat export volumes. This trend is 
expected to continue in 2026, as the recent Chinese 
tariffs on EU pigmeat will improve the 
competitiveness of Brazilian pigmeat 

The reduction in the EU sow herd has been partially 
offset by an increase in sow prolificacy and a rise in 

the average pig sale weights.  The EU production 
volume of pigmeat (Fig.9 increased in 2025 by 2 
percent and it is forecast to increase by a further 1 
percent in 2026. 

Figure 9: EU pigmeat output^ 2021-2026*  

 

Source: EU data 2025    ^000 tonnes carcass equivalent 

The overall reduction in pigmeat supply has resulted 
in a reduction in the level of EU pigmeat self-
sufficiency. In 2021 it peaked at 126 percent of EU 
consumption and in the intervening years it has 
steadily declined. It is forecast that in 2026 this 
decline will continue to reach 115 percent. This is 
still significantly higher than the most recent low of 
110 percent self-sufficiency, experienced in 2005. 

Figure 10: EU pigmeat self-sufficiency 2020-2026*  

 

Source: EU data 2025    * Forecast 

A decision in recent months by the Chinese 
government to implement trade tariffs on pigmeat 
will influence the outlook for EU and Irish pig prices 
in 2026. While the Chinese export trade is only 10 
percent of the total value of Irish pigmeat exports, 
by volume it is 23 percent. This market provides a 
valuable outlet for cheaper pigmeat cuts which is an 
important contributor to the overall value per pig. 

While the Irish retail market for pigmeat remains 
strong and increased by 3 percent in the 2024-25 
period (Kantor, Nov 2025), the farmgate price is 
weakening because of the lack lustre export market 
and tariffs. The lower EU pigmeat supply will ensure 
a pig price floor for the EU and Irish market, but the 
absence of strong exports, would suggest that the 
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2026 pig price is unlikely to regain the high price 
plateaux experienced in 2023-2025.  

Therefore, it is forecast that the EU and Irish pig 
price will further decrease at the start of 2026, 
marginally recover in Q2 and reach a plateau by 
mid-summer. A weakening in pig prices is forecast 
in Q3 and Q4. 

3.3 Pig Sector Profitability in 2026 

A pig price reduction in early 2026 implies that the 
margin-over-feed (MOF) for Q1 will tighten, until 
the pig price begins to rise in Q2. 

As the pig price increases in Q2 of 2026, the MOF 
will improve, and this will produce moderate 
profitability overall in the first 6 months of the year. 
A marginal upward trend in feed cost, allied with a 
moderate reduction in pig prices in Q3 and Q4, will 
lead to tight margins in the second half of 2026. The 
forecast margin-over-feed of 61 cent/kg dwt. 
indicates that the profitability in 2026 will be 

marginal at best and much lower than in recent 
years. 

Table 14: Pig & Feed Price Forecast 2026 

Year Pig Price 
(Net) 

Feed 
Cost 

Margin 
over Feed 

 cent per kg dwt. 

2025* 207 128 79 

2026^ 186 

 

125 61 

Source: Teagasc Pig Development Department                
*Estimate ^ Forecast 

 

4. Conclusion 

The Irish pig sector generated good profitability in 
2024, and this profitability continued in 2025. The 
outlook for 2026 is for the profitability of the sector 
to be marginal.
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Farm Level Sustainability 

Environmental Dimension 2025 Review 
 

Cathal Buckley 
 

Agricultural Economics and Farm Surveys Department, Teagasc 

1. Introduction 

As shown in Figure 1 the sustainability of a farm 
system is based on the intersection between the 
economic, environmental, social and innovation 
dimensions of that farm.  The sustainability of a 
farm is dependent on strength of these dimensions.  
Failure on a single dimension can threaten the long- 
term sustainability of a farm. 

Figure 1: Dimensions of Sustainability

 

Other chapters have focused on the economic 
outlook for different farm types.  This chapter looks 
at the sustainability of farms on the environmental 
dimension, with specific focus on gaseous 
emissions.  This covers the greenhouse gas (GHG) 
and ammonia (NH3) emissions emitted at farm level. 

Farm level emissions are estimated based on 
activity data multiplied by an emission factor.  The 
2024 Teagasc sustainability report (Buckley & 
Donnellan, 2025) sets this out in greater detail and 
reports results for 2024, as well as a number of 
preceding years.  This sustainability analysis uses 
activity data from the Teagasc National Farm Survey 
and emission factors from national inventory 
accounting methods for GHG (Environmental 
Protection Agency, 2025a) and ammonia (Rahman 
et al., 2025).  With the exception of some emission 
factors that relate to the dry matter intake of 
animals, generally speaking, emission factors tend 

to remain relatively static in the short to medium 
term, only changing new scientific evidence 
emerges and is accepted by those compiling the 
inventory.  Hence, GHG and NH3 emission 
projections for 2025 in this chapter are based 
mainly on changes around farm activity levels.  Farm 
based activity levels in 2025 are estimated with 
reference to the Teagasc National Farm Survey 
using 2024 as the base year. 

The Teagasc National Farm Survey (NFS) which is 
part of the EU Farm Sustainability Data Network 
(FSDN) contains a sample of 861 farms from across 
Ireland in 2024. The survey collects data on an 
annual basis on livestock numbers, cropping area, 
inputs and outputs, assets and liabilities, direct 
payments under the CAP and family farm income.  
This dataset is primarily collected to report on farm 
incomes to the EU Commission (as per EU member 
state requirements) but has been expanded in 
Ireland in recent times to report on the 
environmental sustainability of Irish farms. 

The Teagasc NFS is based on a nationally 
representative random sample which is selected in 
conjunction with the Central Statistics Office (CSO).  
Each farm is assigned a weighting factor so that the 
results of the survey are representative of the 
national population of farms (a total of 87,884 
farms are represented in this study for 2024).  
Within the Teagasc NFS, farms are classified into 
major farming systems according to the 
standardised EU typology as set down by EU 
Commission.  Projections for GHG and ammonia 
emission in 202 5 for each of the four main land 
based Irish farm systems, namely, dairy, cattle, 
tillage and sheep are reported here. 

2.  Estimating 2025 farm level gaseous 
emissions 

From an activity level perspective, data that can 
significantly influence gaseous emissions on farms 
include changes in animal numbers, and type and 
quantity of chemical nitrogen fertiliser and lime 
applied to land.  

Animal Number Projections for 2025: The Central 
Statistics Office (CSO, 2025) publish bovine animal 
numbers held on farms each June.  Results from the 
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CSO June 2025 survey were compared with those 
from 2024 and this showed a decrease in overall 
cattle numbers of -3.9 percent as seen by Table 1.  
However, this decrease was not uniform across the 
different categories of bovines as seen in Table 1.   

Table 1: Changes in cattle numbers 2025 vs 2024 

Animal inventories 2025 vs 2024 

Total cattle -3.9% 

Dairy cows -2.2% 

Other cows -5.7% 

Bulls -0.2% 

Cattle: 2 years and over -8.7% 

Cattle: 1-2 years -3.3% 

Cattle: under 1 year -3.2% 

Source: CSO (2025) 

For the ovine numbers, overall numbers are shown 
to have decreased (-1.5 percent) between 2024 and 
2025.  All categories of sheep numbers declined 
except rams as seen in Table 2. 

Table 2: Changes in sheep numbers 2025 vs 2023 

Animal inventories 2025 vs 2024 

Total sheep -1.5% 

Ewes -2.7% 

Rams +2.9% 

Other sheep -0.2% 

Source: CSO (2025) 

These national level changes in livestock inventories 
(by category) are applied proportionately across 
farms with dairy, cattle and sheep animals within 
the 2024 base year to yield a 2025 estimate of farm 
level livestock numbers.  Land area farmed is 
assumed to remain static. 

Chemical Nitrogen Projections for 2025:  The 
second major element that could likely impact farm 
level emissions is the volume and type of chemical 
fertiliser applied on farms.  Different emission 
factors are associated with different fertiliser types 
(e.g. CAN versus Urea) and a higher level of 
application of a given fertiliser will lead to higher 
levels of overall emissions.  The fertiliser sales year 
runs from September to October, at the time of 
writing the final results for the 2024-2025 period 
are not available.  Based on preliminary estimates a 
10 percent increase in fertiliser use is assumed, this 
is applied pro-rata across all chemical nitrogen 
fertiliser types. 

Lime Projections for 2025: Data from lime sales is 
only available for the first 5 months of 2025 

(January to May).  Based on preliminary estimates a 
10 percent increase in fertiliser use is also assumed. 

3. Results 

It is important to appreciate that some factors 
influencing the various indicators presented here 
are partially within the control of an individual 
farmer (e.g. input use efficiency, technology 
adoption), while others factors are outside of an 
individual farmer’s control (e.g. farm input & output 
prices, weather conditions, soil quality).  Farming is 
influenced by weather conditions, which vary from 
year to year, and which therefore may affect the 
level of production or the level of input utilisation in 
a given year.  Hence, drawing inference based on 
one year movements must be untaken with caution. 

3.1 GHG Emissions 

Agriculture is the largest contributor to Irish 
greenhouse gas emissions by sector, with 37.9 
percent of the national emissions total in 2023 
(Environmental Protection Agency, 2025a).  The 
agricultural sector is required to reduce its 
emissions in the context of Ireland’s commitment to 
reduce national GHG emissions.  The Climate Action 
and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) Act 
2021 (Government of Ireland, 2021) sets down a 
greenhouse gas emissions reduction target of 51 
percent by 2030 for the state and towards climate 
neutrality by 2050.  Under the Climate Action Plan 
2021, agriculture has a sectoral target to reduce 
emissions by 25 percent by 2030 (Government of 
Ireland, 2022) from a 2018 base.   

The GHG emissions projections in this analysis are 
estimated following the IPCC methodology 
accounting conventions and Irish emission factors 
as employed in the 2025 National Inventory Report 
for Ireland (Environmental protection Agency, 
2025b). The main sources of agricultural GHG 
emissions are methane (CH4) emissions from 
enteric fermentation (EF) by ruminant livestock, CH4 
and nitrous oxide (N2O) emissions from manure 
management (MM) (production and storage of 
livestock manures) and N2O emissions resulting 
from the application of manures and chemical 
fertilisers to agricultural soils. Additionally, direct 
CO2 emissions associated with lime and urea 
application are also included in this analysis, but 
each represent more minor elements of the GHG 
emissions total.  For reporting purposes, all non-
carbon dioxide (CO2) emissions are converted to 
CO2 equivalents (CO2e) using appropriate IPCC 
based global warming potentials (GWP100).  The 
relevant coefficients for CH4 and N2O are 28 and 265 
respectively. 
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3.1.1 GHG on Dairy Farms  

Figure 2 presents per hectare results for dairy farms 
by emission category between 2021 and 2025e.  
The 2025e result is an estimate for emissions in 
2025 based on the projected changes in activity 
levels as set out in section 2. Projections for 2025 
indicate a slight decrease in GHG emissions on dairy 
farms compared to 2024 (-1.4 percent).  Although 
emissions under the Agricultural Soils (3.D), Urea 
(3.H) and Liming (3.G) increased slightly due to 
higher levels of fertiliser and lime applied this was 
more than offset by the reduction in animal 
numbers (Category 3.A & 3.B). 

Figure 2:  Average Dairy Farm GHG Emissions per 
ha by source - 2021-2025e 

 
Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s estimate 

3.1.2 GHG on Cattle Farms  

Figure 3 presents GHG emissions results by category 
on cattle farms. 

Figure 3: Average Cattle farm GHG Emissions per 
ha by source 2021-2025e 

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s 
estimate 

Projections indicate a decline in GHG emission per 
hectare in 2025 compared to 2024 (-4.7 percent).  
The trend was similar to dairying with increases 

associated with increased chemical fertilisers (3.D & 
3.H) and lime (3.G) being offset by a reduction in 
livestock numbers (3.A & 3.B). 

 

3.1.3 GHG on Sheep Farms 

Figure 4 reports GHG per hectare results by 
emissions category on sheep farms.  GHG emissions 
on sheep farms are projected to decline in 2025 
compared to 2024 (-2.5 percent).  This decrease is 
principally driven by the reduction in overall sheep 
numbers, offsetting slight increases in chemical 
nitrogen fertilizers and liming. 

Figure 4:  Average Sheep Farm GHG Emissions per 
ha by source - 2021-2025e 

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s 
estimate 

3.1.4 GHG on Tillage Farms 

GHG per hectare results by emission category on 
tillage farms are presented in Figure 5.   

Figure 5:  Average Tillage Farm GHG Emissions 
per ha by source category - 2021-2025e  

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s 
estimate 

Emissions on tillage farms are expected to decline in 
2025 versus 2024 (-5.1 percent).  The driver of 
change is on tillage farms is similar to those of other 
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systems, namely a reduction in livestock numbers 
on those farms.   
 

3.1.5 GHG on All Farms 

Figure 6 illustrates trends in average GHG emission 
per hectare across the different farm types.  
Declining GHG emissions are projected for 2025 
across all farm system (-3.3 percent) mainly driven 
by reduction in livestock numbers, which more than 
offset some increases associated with higher 
chemical nitrogen applications and liming across 
different farm systems. 

Figure 6:  Total GHG Emissions by farm type - 
2021-2025e 

 

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s estimate 

 

3.2 Ammonia Emissions 

Ammonia (NH3) is an air pollutant contributing to 
eutrophication and acidification of terrestrial and 
aquatic ecosystems.  It is also an indirect source of 
the potent greenhouse gas nitrous oxide (Sutton et 
al., 1992).  The EU and its Member States are parties 
to the Convention on Long-Range Transboundary 
Air Pollution, which regulates trans-boundary air 
pollutants, including ammonia (NH3).   

Within the EU, NH3 emissions are regulated through 
the National Emissions Ceiling (NEC) Directive (EU, 
Commission 2016). Over 99.4 percent of Ireland’s 
NH3 emissions originate within agriculture, 
principally from animal waste and the application of 
synthetic fertilisers (Rahman et al., 2025). The fact 
that ammonia emissions in Ireland come almost 
exclusively from agriculture means that any future 
national ammonia reduction target for Ireland de 
facto represent a reduction target to be achieved by 
the agricultural sector.   

The national inventory accounting methodology as 
applied by the Environmental Protection Agency 
(Rahman et al., 2025) in conjunction with the 
projected activity data for NFS farms in 2025 (as set 
out in section 2) is used for estimating NH3 emission 
indicators across different farm types for 2025.   

3.2.1 NH3 on Dairy Farms 

Figure 7 outlines kg of NH3 emission per hectare on 
dairy farms.  The manure management (MM) 
category linked to manure generated from animals 
during the winter housing period is the largest 
category of NH3 emissions.  This covers the housing, 
storage and land spreading phases of manure 
management and is the major NH3 emissions 
category on livestock orientated farms (accounting 
for 69 percent of NH3 emissions on dairy farms).  The 
emissions associated with grazing livestock (circa 11 
percent) and with chemical fertiliser application (19 
percent on dairy farms) making up the remaining 
emission categories.  Per hectare NH3 emissions on 
dairy farms are projected to decline slightly (-0.4 
percent) in 2025 compared to 2024.  This is mainly 
driven by reduction in animal numbers on dairy 
farms in 2025. 

Figure 7:  Average Dairy Farm NH3 emissions per 
ha by source - 2020-2024e 

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s 
estimate 

3.2.2 NH3 on Cattle Farms 

NH3 emissions per hectare on cattle farms are 
outlined in Figure 8.  The NH3 emissions on cattle 
farms are projected to decline slightly (-9.6 percent) 
in 2025 compared to 2024.   This projected decline 
was again mainly driven by lower animal numbers 
on cattle farms. 
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Figure 8:  Average Cattle Farm NH3 emissions per 
ha by source – 2021-2025e 

 

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s estimate 

3.2.3 NH3 on Sheep Farms 

Figure 9 reports kg of NH3 emission per hectare on 
sheep farms.  Ammonia emissions per hectare on 
sheep farms are projected to decline (-2.4 percent) 
in 2025 compared to 2024.  Similar to the results 
obtained for cattle farms, the projected decline on 
sheep farms was driven by lower animal numbers. 

Figure 9:  Average Sheep Farm NH3 emissions per 
ha by source - 2021-2025e 

 

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s estimate 

3.2.4 NH3 on Tillage Farms 

NH3 emissions on tillage farms are reported in 
Figure 10.  Although these farms are classified as 
specialist tillage farms, on average, they have a 
significant cattle or sheep enterprises (or both) and 
this is reflected in their emission profile. Ammonia 
emissions per hectare on tillage farms are also 
projected to decline by 5.7 percent in 2025 vs 2024, 
where lower animal numbers offset increases in 
chemical nitrogen. 

Figure 10: Average Tillage Farm NH3 emissions per 
ha by source - 2021-2025e 

 

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s estimate 

3.2.5 NH3 on All Farms 

Figure 11 illustrates trends in total NH3 per hectare 
across the different farm types.  All farm systems 
are projected to show a decline in ammonia 
emissions in 2025 compared to 2024 (-5.8 percent 
on average).  This reduction is estimated to be 
mainly driven by lower animal numbers across 
these farm systems. 

Figure 11: Total NH3 Emissions per ha by farm 
type - 2021-2025e 

 

Source: Teagasc Sustainability Report and Author’s estimate 

 

4. Summary Conclusions 

• GHG and NH3 emission projections for 2025 are 
based on changes in farm activity levels around 
livestock numbers, chemical fertilisers and lime 
use. 

• Based on the CSO June livestock survey overall 
cattle numbers are projected to decline by 3.9 
percent.  While all livestock categories were 

0

10

20

30

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025e

kg
 N

H
3

 p
er

 h
ec

ta
re

M.M.

Grazing

Fert.

Total
NH3

0.0

5.0

10.0

15.0

20.0

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025e

kg
 N

H
3

 p
er

 h
ec

ta
re

M.M.

Grazing

Fert.

Total
NH3

0

5

10

15

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025e

kg
 N

H
3 

p
er

 h
e

ct
ar

e

M.M.

Grazing

Fert.

Total
NH3

0

10

20

30

40

50

2021 2022 2023 2024 2025e

N
H

3
p

er
 h

ec
ta

re

Dairy

Cattle

Sheep

Tillage

All
Farms

http://tnet.teagasc.net/


 ANNUAL REVIEW AND OUTLOOK 2026 

 

91 Environment | Outlook 2026 

 

seen to decline, there were differences across 
animal categories with Cattle 2 year and over 
declining by -13.4 percent compared to -0.2 
percent for bulls.  Dairy Cows and Suckler Cows 
declined by -2.2 percent and -5.7 percent 
respectively. 

• Overall, sheep numbers are shown to have 
decreased somewhat (-1.5 percent) between 
2024 and 2025.  Numbers across all categories 
of sheep declined except for rams (+2.9 
percent), with ewe number declining by -2.6 
percent. 

• Chemical fertiliser and lime application are 
projected to increase by 10 percent. 

• Projections for per hectare GHG emissions for 
2025 indicate a decline across Dairy (-1.4 
percent), Cattle (-4.7 percent), Sheep (-2.5 
percent) and Tillage Farms (-5.1 percent).  
Primarily driven by a reduction in animal 
inventories.  This was enough to offset 
increases in chemical N fertilisers and lime 
based emissions.   

• This trend was repeated for ammonia based 
emissions with year on year per hectare 
declines projected across Dairy (-0.4 percent), 
Cattle (-9.6 percent), Sheep (-2.4 percent) and 
Tillage Farms (-5.7 percent). 
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