
The Irish agricultural sector contributes €24 billion to the
national economy annually, accounts for almost 10% of
Irish exports and provides 7.7% of national employment
(Teagasc, 2013). The sector accounts for about 7% of Irish
GDP with primary agriculture accounting for 2.5%(CSO,
2013). The sector is also set to grow significantly based on
the government’s ambitious “Food Harvest 2020” policy
vision (Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine,
2010). Indicative targets include an increase of primary
output in the agriculture, fisheries and forestry sector by
€1.5 billion to €6.1 billion by 2020, equating to a 33%
increase over the 2007-2009 average. 

Climate change impacts on agriculture, drawing on
research from the 1990’s have been unduly optimistic,
which in turn have helped to justify the relatively

complacent approach of climate policy in relation to the
agricultural sector. However, more recent research over the
last decade has identified a series of climate threats to
agriculture that should call for a revised perspective in
climate policy.

Three major areas of research that have revised these
findings are associated with the threshold model of
temperature effects on crop yields; a revised understanding
of carbon fertilisation; and the emerging analysis of
regional rainfall and climate changes.The threshold model
of temperature effects on crop yields suggests that crops
are more sensitive to temperature extremes than to
averages. It is often the case that yields rise gradually up to
a certain temperature threshold and then collapse rapidly
as temperatures cross this threshold point (Ackerman and
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Executive Summary
This report presents projected economic impacts of
climate change on Irish agriculture, especially in the
light of increasing investment and intensification.
Agriculture is one of the most climate-sensitive
industries in Ireland, as its primarily outdoor production
processes depend on particular levels of temperature
and rainfall. The report projects the total economic
costs of climate change in the region of €1-2 billion
per annum by mid-century. This figure represents
8.2% of the current contribution of the agricultural
sector to the national economy annually, and at the
upper level is greater than the Harvest 2020 targeted
increase of €1.5 billion in primary output.
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Stanton, 2012). Recent field-based studies into the role of
carbon fertilisation have discovered that the positive
impacts, in relation to crop yield, of increased atmospheric
concentrations of CO2 are much less significant than
previously thought. The role of regional rainfall and climate
changes was captured in the recent Irish fodder crisis,
whereby a poor growing season in 2012 combined with a
long winter period resulted in a severe shortage of fodder
on many farms. This regional climate impact has lead to
economic costs conservatively estimated by the Irish
Creamery Milk Suppliers Association to be in the region of
€900 million (Anglo- Celt, 2013).

The impact of pests and diseases on Irish agriculture poses
an additional threat to crops and livestock. As global
average temperatures increase the range of many insects
will expand or change (World Resource Institute, 2011). The

Projected Economic Impacts of Climate Change on Irish Agriculture

2

Profile of Irish Agricultural Sector
The Irish agricultural sector contributes €24 billion to the
national economy annually, accounts for almost 10% of
Irish exports and provides 7.7% of national employment
(Teagasc, 2013). The sector accounts for about 7% of Irish
GDP with primary agriculture accounting for 2.5% (CSO,
2013). Irish agriculture is primarily a grass-based industry
with 4.2 million hectares, or 64%, of Irish land used in
primary agricultural production. Approximately 80% of Irish
agricultural land is used for grass (silage, hay and pasture),
11% is used for rough grazing with the remaining 9%
allocated to crop production (Teagasc, 2013).

The main outputs in Irish agriculture relate to dairy, cattle
and beef, sheep and sheep meat, pigs and pig meat, and
cereals. A December 2012 livestock survey counts the
number of cattle at 6.2 million animals, sheep at 3.4 million
and pigs at close to 1.5 million (Figure 1) (CSO, 2013). Total
2012 dairy output is approximately €4 billion with exports
totaling €2.7 billion. Irish beef is a predominantly grass
based system with outputs of close to €2.1 billion and
exports of €1.9 billion or over 90% of total beef production
(Department of Agriculture, Food and Marine, 2013). Cattle
exports for 2012 stood at 160,000 head. Sheep exports in
2012 amounted to 37,600 animals and sheep meat exports
totalled €205 million. 704,000 pigs were exported in 2012
with €457 million worth of pig meat exports. It is also
important to note that cereals account for up to 75% of pig
feed. The estimated output for cereals in 2012 is €264
million. This is a decrease of 8.8% on 2011 outputs
primarily due to exceptionally bad weather during the year.
Table 1 below presents area as well as tonnage for the full
range of Irish crops for the 2008/11 period as well as a
forecast into the 2020 period.
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Figure 1: Irish livestock numbers 2010-2012 
(Source: CSO, 2012)

effect of climate on pests may contribute to other factors
such as the overuse of pesticides, and the associated
cost of such overuse, the loss of biodiversity and the
associated loss of ecosystem services. Pests and
diseases, which may expand in range and impact, and
threaten Irish agriculture, include Blue Tongue Virus in
cattle and sheep as well as a range of aphids in winter
crops. 

The most significant climate change impacts on Irish
agriculture relate to pests and diseases, crop yields,
flooding, plant and animal stress factors, drought effects
and the ability to provide sufficient resources for
animals during extreme events. Each of these impacts
have minimum estimated economic costs between
€150-350 million per annum with total economic costs
for all impacts in the region of €1-2 billion per annum.
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Profile of Irish Agricultural Sector

The Irish agriculture sector is set to grow significantly
based on the government’s ambitious “Food Harvest 2020”
policy vision (Department of Agriculture, Food and the
Marine, 2010). Indicative targets from this report include an
increase of primary output in the agriculture, fisheries and
forestry sector by €1.5 billion to €6.1 billion by 2020,
equating to a 33% increase over the 2007-2009 average.
While this agricultural intensification policy vision is
positive in terms of generating increased levels of
economic output and employment opportunities, the
projected impacts associated with future climate change
should be carefully considered. This report lists some of the
most important projected impacts relating to Irish
agriculture, estimates economic costs associated with
many of these risks and provides adaptation options to help
mitigate and control these impacts.
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the value of primary output by 2020
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Table 1 Crop Yield and Area Potential 2008/11-2020 (Source: Teagasc, 2012)

Crop 2008/11 2020 2008/11 2020 2020
Tonnes Tonnes Ha Ha Increase Ha

Barley 1,288,900 1,755,500 184,000 223,660 39,660

Wheat 820,400 1,109,400 91,800 105,800 14,000

Oats 158,420 246,320 21,100 34,860 13,760

Pulses 18,700 64,700 3,560 10,300 6,740

OSR 32,300 287,300 8,100 59,900 51,800

Energy 36,000 628,000 4,500 66,800 62,300

Potatoes 415,000 482,000 *8,700 10,170 1,470

Beet 480,000 1,800,000 8,000 30,000 22,000

Maize 313,000 463,000 20,875 30,875 10,000

*2012 Area

Projected cost of climate change to agriculture 
relative to Harvest 2020 target
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Areas of Impact
It is important to first outline historical and projected changes
in the Irish climate before examining its projected impact on
Irish agriculture. Mean annual temperatures have risen by
0.7°C over the past century and climate model ensembles
estimate that mean temperatures in Ireland relative to the
1961–1990 averages are likely to rise by 1.4–1.8°C by the
2050s and by in excess of 2°C by the end of the century
(Sweeney et al., 2008). Summer and autumn are projected to
warm much faster than winter and spring, with the midlands
and east warming more than coastal areas. There is a high
degree of confidence in relation to such projections. Future
precipitation changes in Ireland are subject to greater
uncertainty with all modelling approaches. However, these
are suggested to be one of the most important aspects of
future climate change for Ireland. Winter rainfall in Ireland is
projected to increase by approximately 10% by the 2050s
while reductions in summer of 12–17% are projected by the
same time. By the 2080s, winter rainfall will have increased
by 11– 17% and summer rainfall will have reduced by 14–25%
(Sweeney et al., 2008). The largest percentage winter
increases are expected to occur in the midlands. By the
2050s, summer reductions of 20–28% are projected for the
southern and eastern coasts, increasing to 30–40% by the
2080s. 

Changes in the frequency of extreme events will accompany
these climate changes. Lengthier heatwaves, a significant
reduction in the number of frost days, lengthier rainfall events
in winter and more intense downpours in summer are
projected. At the same time an increased summer drought
propensity is indicated, especially for eastern and southern
parts of Ireland (Sweeney et al., 2008). Recent published
research highlights the important role of heatwaves in future
climate projections (Coumou and Robinson, 2013). The
research suggests that average August temperatures in
Ireland may increase by 2 to 3°C by 2050 with increases of 6
to 7°C possible by the end of the century (Irish Times, 2013).
Weather extremes are also flagged by the National Farmers
Union in the UK as posing the greatest threat to British
farming over the next decades with swings from floods to
heatwaves and drought, attributed to climate change,
devastating harvests (Guardian, 2013).

Climate change impacts in the agricultural sector can be
divided into direct and indirect impacts (Gornall et al., 2010).
Direct impacts are associated with changes in climate
variables including changes in mean climate, weather
variability and extreme events that might include droughts,
flooding, heavy rainfall and extreme temperatures. Indirect
impacts are impacts on agricultural systems that result from
direct climate change impacts. These indirect impacts include
changes in the range and prevalence of agricultural pests and
diseases, changes in water availability owing to remote
climate changes, as well as mean sea-level rise and an
increase in storm surge intensity (Gornall et al., 2010). There
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Areas of Impact

are also impacts associated with higher concentrations of
GHG emissions in the atmosphere such as agricultural
impacts relating to CO2 fertilisation and Ozone.    

Tables 2 and 3 below provide a list of projected Irish climate
change impacts in the agricultural sector according to
economic impact per year, environmental impact, social
impact, likelihood and urgency. The direct and indirect
impacts presented were developed in combination with the
2012 UK Climate Change Risk Assessment for the
Agriculture Sector (Defra, 2012) as well as a range of Irish
and international literature (Coll and  Sweeney, 2013;
Sweeney et al., 2013; 2008; Department of Agriculture Food
and Fisheries, 2010; COST, 2012;Teagasc, 2012, 2013;
Ackerman and Stanton, 2012).The significant similarities
between the Irish and UK climate as well as between the
Irish and  UK agricultural sector presents the opportunity to
use the UK study as a reference for Irish agricultural impacts
associated with climate change. The impact ranking study
utilises state of the art scientific and economic
methodologies along with UK climate projection data
(UKCP09) and expert judgement from relevant stakeholders.
Table 2 presents the top ten climate change related impacts
in the Irish arable sector (see Appendix for further detail on
data and methodology used). These impacts are also
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flagged as threats or a combination of opportunity and
threat. Pests and diseases, additional stress factors
associated with changing temperatures, and drought effects
are seen as the most serious threats in arable agriculture in
the Irish context. Impacts associated with changes in crop
yield are viewed as both a potential opportunity and a
potential threat. This is the case as crop yields may increase
or decrease in response to projected changes in climate.
There are significant positive projected changes in Irish crop
yield associated with future changes in climate (Table 4).
Wheat and beet are projected to increase yield significantly
by mid-century. This projected increase in Irish yield output
is especially promising for future Irish grain exports as other
regions of Europe, such as the Pannonian environmental
region that includes Romania, Bulgaria, Hungary and Serbia,
are projected to experience significant decreases in crop
yields due to climate change induced aridity (COST, 2012).
However, it must be noted that economic modelling used in
the Irish crop yield analysis assumes a simple linear
relationship between average temperatures and crop yields
and therefore may fail to capture important temperature
related factors; i.e. the modelling fails to account for the
impact of heatwaves on crop growth or the projected sharp
decline in yields once temperature thresholds are met.

Table 2 Top ten ranked climate change impacts in the Irish arable sector with highest economic impacts per annum 
(Adapted from: Defra, 2012)

Rank Climate change impact
Threat or 

opportunity

1 Pest and diseases – air borne pathogens influenced by changes in air temp and humidity – soil borne 
pathogens by soil temp, soil moisture, and winter kill effects T

2 Crop yield – could increase or decrease dependent upon the crop/variety response to the projected 
change (e.g. yield response to heat/drought/water logging stress) O/T

3 Stress factors – changing temperatures could increase risks associated with frost damage, drought 
and field water logging (wide range of effects dependent upon crop but tendency will be for 
deleterious consequences) T

4 Drought effects (soil moisture availability) – increased risk due to higher ET rates combined 
with reduced summer rainfall T

5 Weeds – changes in weed spectrums driven by winter survival, soil conditions, crop competition 
changes (range of consequences dependent upon species and environment but tendency will be for 
greater weed activity) T

6 Flooding – increased risk due to more frequent extreme rainfall events, both in winter and summer T

7 Salinity – increased risk of inundation of low lying land on coastal regions due to sea level rise T

8 Water logging effects (seasonal, anaerobic conditions) due to due to more frequent high intensity 
rainfall events T

9 Changes in crop development (sowing dates, day length effects, growth rates, earlier springs, flowering 
dates, yield building, harvest dates). Wide range of consequences dependent upon crop/variety. O/T

10 Crop quality – could increase or decrease dependent upon crop/variety response to the projected change O/T
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Table 3 below lists the top ten climate change related
impacts in the Irish livestock sector (see Appendix for
further detail on data and methodology used). Note how
many of the impacts overlap with those in the arable sector
and also that there are no recognised opportunities
associated with climate change in this sector. Plant and
animal pests and diseases, the ability to provide sufficient
resources for animals during extreme events such as snow,
frost, drought, and the risk of salinity associated with
coastal inundation linked with sea-level rise are listed as the
most important impacts in relation to livestock. 

Projected Economic Impacts of Climate Change on Irish Agriculture
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Table 3 Top ten ranked climate change impacts in the livestock sector with highest economic impacts per annum
(Adapted from: Defra, 2012)

Rank Climate change impact
Threat or 

opportunity

1 Plant pests and diseases – air borne pathogens influenced by air temp and humidity – 
soil/pasture borne pathogens by soil temp, soil moisture, winter kill effects T

2 Livestock pest and diseases – pathogens influenced by air temp and humidity – soil/pasture borne 
pathogens by soil temp, soil moisture, winter kill effects T

3 Ability to provide sufficient resources for animals during extreme events (snow, frost, drought). T

4 Salinity – increased risk of inundation of low lying land on coastal regions due to sea level rise. 
Coastal livestock systems could be compromised due to land erosion and/or impact of increased 
salinity of land T

5 Increase in water use by animals in dry periods T

6 Water demand – irrigation abstraction (timing, volume). Irrigation less of an issue with many livestock 
production systems. However for those that may rely on higher energy crops (not grass) it 
may become an issue T

7 Livestock stress factors– heat stress related to higher temperatures and humidity, cold stress related to 
lower temperatures exacerbated by wet weather and wind T

8 Ability of “weaker” animals (newborns and/or ill animals) to survive in extreme weather conditions T

9 Water resources – availability (changing flows, low flows, groundwater recharge) Competition 
for water could limit availability to livestock at critical times T

10 Livestock yield and product quality – livestock performance impacted by changes in feed supply 
quality and/or unfavourable physiological impacts (intake, fertility, health) associated with 
changing climate T
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Table 4 presents quantitative modelling estimates of some
of these impacts drawn from the literature. The findings
quantify impacts using medium and high greenhouse gas
emission scenarios under three time periods that include
the 2020’s, 2050’s and 2080’s (see Appendix for further
detail on data sources and methodology). Quantified
impacts relate to water demand, changes in land aridity,
and changes in dairy milk production as an indicator of
animal heat stress. Likely changes in crop yields are also
modelled. The modelled results indicate significant
increases in both land aridity and associated water demand
by mid-century, with an 86% increase in aridity by the
2050’s under a medium emission scenario (Table 5) and a
34% increase in water demand relating to that same period
and emissions scenario. The results from modelled crop
yields present both threats and opportunities. The potato

crop modelling projects a modest decrease of 5% by the
2050’s under the medium emission scenario with wheat and
barley projected to increase in yield by 79% and 39%
respectively under the same time period and emissions
scenario. These modelled crop yield increases paint a
positive picture of likely climate impacts on Irish arable
agriculture but there are a number of important factors that
are not taken into account in the modelling, namely the
projected impact of pests and diseases on crop yields, the
impact of high CO2 concentration levels (over 550ppm) on
agricultural crops, and the impact of extreme climate
events such as heatwaves or droughts. The economic
impacts of these factors along with many of the climate
change impacts listed in Tables 2 and 3 above are
considered in the following section exploring Irish
economic impacts under climate change.

Table 5 Projected changes in Irish soil aridity under a medium emissions scenario examining the 2020’s, 2050’s and 2080’s time
periods (Adapted from Defra, 2012)

Table 4 Estimated quantified impacts on Irish agriculture associated with climate change under two scenarios examining the
2020’s,2050’s and 2080’s time periods (Adapted from Defra, 2012)

IMPACT
Medium Emission Scenario High Emission Scenario
2020’s 2050’s 2080’s 2050’s 2080’s

Increase in water demand for spray irrigation 15% 34% 45% 36% 58%

Projected changes in aridity measured as 
potential soil moisture deficit 38% 86% 118% 93% 156%

Heat stress impact on dairy milk production 
measured in million litres/annum lost minor 1 7 2 23

Crop Yield

Potatoes -2% -5% -6% -5% -8%

Wheat 47% 79% 111% 88% 138%

Beet 23% 39% 55% 44% 68%
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It should be noted at the outset that projecting economic
impacts associated with climate change in the agricultural
sector is a very challenging task subject to significant
limitations. These limitations relate to capturing the
complexity of climate/agriculture interactions within
existing modelling frameworks and also relate to capturing
future socio-economic uncertainties such as the role of CAP
reform on agriculture, production costs and global
agricultural demand factors. Nevertheless, due to the large
projected impact of climate change on agriculture it is
important to use existing state of the art methodologies to
create scientifically grounded estimates of likely economic
costs. Table 6 below provides indicative economic costs
associated with climate change related impacts in both Irish
arable and livestock sectors, along with associated
likelihoods and levels of urgency for each (Defra, 2012). 
The listed impacts are linked with the recognised ranked
impacts in Tables 2 and 3 in the previous section and utilise
the same methodology and selection of Irish and
international literature as well as stakeholder expertise. Top
priorities in terms of economic cost, likelihood of the impact
along with its relative urgency are associated with pests

and disease, drought and flooding in the arable sector and
pests and diseases and the ability to provide sufficient
resources for animals during extreme events in the
livestock sector (see Appendix for further detail on data
sources and methodology). The minimum indicative
economic costs associated with these impacts are between
€150-350 million per annum. The remainder of this section
examines the priority high risk climate impacts associated
with pests and diseases in greater detail.

Using findings developed by Oerke the estimated likely
losses due to pests and diseases on the Irish crops of
wheat, maize and potatoes were calculated (Table 7) (Oerke,
2006). The figures were calculated using Teagasc yield
values of Irish crops as presented in Table 1 and were
calculated at 2013 market prices. With estimated 2020 yield
outputs the estimated economic costs of agricultural pests
and diseases could be in the region of €130 million. This
figure represents projected losses due to climate induced
changes in range and variety of weeds, pests, pathogens
and viruses. 

Projected Economic Impacts of Climate Change on Irish Agriculture
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Irish Economic Impacts under
Climate Change

Table 6 Indicative economic costs, likelihood and urgency associated with a range of climate change related impacts
in both Irish arable and livestock sectors (Adapted from: Defra, 2012)

IMPACT Economic Cost Likelihood Urgency

Arable Sector

Pests and diseases ≥ €200M per annum HIGH HIGH

Drought effects ≥ €150M per annum Medium HIGH

Flooding ≥ €150M per annum Medium HIGH

Water logging effects ≥ €15M per annum Medium HIGH

Salinity ≥ €15M per annum HIGH Medium 

Livestock Sector 

Livestock pests and diseases ≥ €350M per annum HIGH Medium

Ability to provide sufficient resources for 
animals during extreme events ≥ €350M per annum Medium Medium 

Salinity ≥ €15M per annum HIGH Medium

Increase in water use by animals in dry periods ≥ €15M per annum HIGH Medium

Stress factors ≥ €15M per annum HIGH Medium  
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Box 1 and 2 below provide case studies on the estimated
economic impacts of Blue Tongue Virus Type 8 (BTV8) in
Scotland and African Horse Sickness (AHSV) in Ireland
respectively.  The economic impact of BTV8 on Irish
agricultural livestock is estimated to be at least as costly as
the Scottish estimated losses of €120 million, with possible
losses greater than those presented when one accounts for
the significantly greater volume of high value cattle in
Ireland.  The AHSV case study presents the indicative risk of
this disease on the Irish equine market, with potential
losses conservatively valued in the region of €500 million
(Box 2).

Table 7 Estimated loss due to weeds, animal pests, pathogens and viruses on Irish wheat, maize and potato crops (From Oerke, 2006)

Crop Estimated median Range of loss Estimated 2008/11 Estimated 2020 yield 
crop loss yield economic loss* economic loss*

Million Euros Million Euros 

Wheat 28% 14-40% 46 62

Maize 31% 18-58% 23 34

Potatoes 40% 24-59% 27 31

* Yield at current prices at median range of loss estimate

Blue Tongue Virus Type 8 (BTV8)
Irish sheep and cattle statistics: 6 million cattle and approximately 3 million sheep. Scottish sheep and cattle
statistics: 2 million cattle and 7 million sheep

The estimated total losses in Scotland are in the region of €120 million per annum (Scottish Government, 2008).
These break down into €35 million in direct losses and €85 million in indirect losses. 

• For direct losses, some losses are due to mortality, morbidity, and veterinary costs - these types of losses
are predicted to be greater for sheep than cattle. A large part of the predicted direct losses, however arise
from movement restrictions, where losses are greater in the cattle sector.

• The indirect losses resulting from a BTV8 outbreak are more difficult to estimate but would likely be
dominated by the reduced demand for beef and hence lower beef prices

Scottish case study of Blue Tongue Virus estimated economic impacts on agriculture Box
1
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As outlined at the beginning of this section, it is an
inherently difficult task to quantify the economic impacts of
climate change on Irish agriculture. Nonetheless, it is a
valuable exercise to generate scientifically grounded
estimates of likely economic costs. The indicative economic
costs presented in Table 6 offer a useful summary of the
main areas of concern. The figures presented are obtained
through best estimates generated from the current UK and
Irish literature (Defra, 2012; Oerke, 2006; Thompson et al.,
2012; Scottish Government, 2008; Anglo-Celt, 2013). The
figures present indicative economic values that attempt to
capture minimum likely future costs per annum. However,
costs for specific events may be significantly greater. For
example, the estimated costs to provide sufficient
resources for animals during extreme events is valued at
≥€350 million per annum but fallout from the 2012 fodder
crisis is estimated to come in at over €900 million. Taken
collectively the impacts have minimum likely economic
costs between €150-350 million each per annum with total
economic costs for all impacts in the region of €1-2 billion
per annum by mid-century.

African Horse Sickness (AHSV)
African horse sickness is an economically highly important non-contagious but infectious disease that is
transmitted by various species of midges (Thompson et al., 2012).

While the current risk for the introduction of African horse sickness to Ireland is considered at worst ‘very low’, it is
important to note that prior to the 2006 outbreak of Bluetongue in northern Europe, both diseases were considered
to be of equal risk to the United Kingdom (‘medium-risk’). It is therefore likely that any outbreak of this disease
would have serious socio-economic consequences for Ireland due to the high density of vulnerable equids (horses
and donkeys) and the prevalence of biting midge species, potentially capable of vectoring the virus.

• The Republic of Ireland has the highest density of sport horses in Europe.
• A recent estimate valuated the industry in excess of € 1.1 billion per annum.
• The current national equid population is estimated at approximately 110,000 animals. 
• A conservative figure of the annual expenditure within the industry is estimated at approximately €400

million while the value of various racing festivals and other meetings to the local economy was valued at
€260 million.

An incursion of AHSV into Ireland could result in serious economic consequences due to long-term restrictions on
trade. Furthermore, in the event of a widespread outbreak, the direct loss of horses combined with the
introduction of movement restrictions, could have a potentially devastating effect on the industry. It is estimated
that over half the economic impact of the sector, equivalent to €500 million, could be lost within one to two years,
with irreparable damage caused to the horse racing sector and other sporting disciplines.

Irish case study of African Horse Sickness potential impacts on the horse industry Box
2
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Conclusions and Adaptation Options

Economic impacts associated with future climate scenarios
on the agricultural sector have historically been overly
optimistic thus justifying the relatively complacent
approach of climate policy in relation to this important
sector. This research paper has provided a catalogue of
important threats and opportunities for Irish agriculture
associated with climate change impacts. While the “Harvest
2020” agricultural intensification policy vision is positive in
terms of generating increased levels of economic output
and employment opportunities the projected impacts
associated with future climate change should be carefully
considered.  Recent work has begun to uncover some of the
oversights in earlier modelling efforts such as the threshold
model of temperature effects on crop yields; a revised
understanding of carbon fertilisation; and the emerging
analysis of regional rainfall and climate changes. In
addition, the role of climate change in altering the range
and varieties of agricultural pests and diseases is only
beginning to be considered in the modelling work. The Irish
livestock and dairy sector is heavily reliant on our export
partners with over 90% of Irish beef produced for export.
With this in mind it is of critical importance that the Irish
Department of Agriculture, Food and the Marine invest
sufficient resources in monitoring for economically
damaging pests and diseases in both Irish livestock and
crops. The 2012 fodder crisis exposed the potential
vulnerabilities of the Irish livestock sector to adverse
changes in weather and climate. In a grass based
production system such as the Irish beef sector it is
important to recognise the threat of future climate changes
on silage, hay and pasture outputs and to plan accordingly. 

Adapting existing agricultural systems and practices to take
account of future climate change impacts is a prudent
strategy for coping with and adjusting to the most serious
climate impacts. Adaptation actions might include
increasing crop diversity and varieties, altering planting and
harvest dates, planning for and implementing water supply
management strategies, and supporting research that
focuses on identifying crops that can grow more
successfully in the next 10 or 20 years, taking into account
the expected continuing changes in climate and growing
seasons. There are significant projected export
opportunities in the arable crop sector should effective
adaptation practices be implemented. With adaptive
management practices in place future Irish crop yields in
wheat are expected to increase by up to 80% by the 2050’s
under a medium emissions scenario while future crop
yields in many other regions of Europe, such as the
Pannonian environmental region that includes Romania,
Bulgaria, Hungary and Serbia, are projected to face
significant decreases due to climate change induced aridity
(COST, 2012). 

It is especially important to support small local farmers as
they are particularly at risk. Even comparatively “low-risk”
actions farmers can take to address impacts associated with
climate change may have huge implications for small farms
with low profit margins and limited access to capital.
Varying planting and harvest dates and experimenting with
different crop varieties all involves potential high risks.
The decrease in productivity may be sufficient to put many
small or family farms out of business. Taking proactive
steps to support local farming is arguably one of the most
important strategies to combating climate change and
preserving Ireland’s local farming community. The demand
for local food will likely continue to increase, due to the
growing interest in local agriculture and the anticipated
increases in energy and transportation costs. Therefore,
supporting small-scale farms that supply food to their local
areas is a practical climate change response strategy.
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Projected Economic Impacts of Climate Change on Irish Agriculture

Appendix: Methodology 
and Data
Table 2 Top ten ranked climate change impacts in the Irish
arable sector with highest economic impacts per annum

Table 3 Top ten ranked climate change impacts in the
livestock sector with highest economic impacts per annum.

The methodology undertaken to generate the outputs in Table 2
and Table 3 is drawn from the UK Climate Change Risk
Assessment (CCRA) methodology (Defra, 2012) along with
vulnerability-threshold and scenarios-impacts methodology (Coll
and Sweeney, 2013).  The CCRA methodology ranks impacts
according to social, environmental, and economic factors as well
as likelihood and urgency. The scenarios-impacts methodology
uses a top-down approach to determine likely sectoral impacts
under a range of future climate scenarios. The bottom-up
vulnerability threshold approach uses deliberative risk evaluation
that allows for the collective engagement of stakeholders and
practitioners in providing qualitative impact rankings.  

The data used to generate the outputs in Table 2 and 3 is drawn
from a combination of Irish, UK and EU data sources. These data
are taken from academic literature, policy literature, as well as
personal correspondence and workshops with stakeholders and
experts (Teagasc, 2013; Coll and Sweeney, 2013; COST, 2012;
Defra, 2012; Ackerman and Stanton, 2012).

Table 4 Estimated quantified impacts on Irish agriculture
associated with climate change under two scenarios
examining the 2020’s, 2050’s and 2080’s time periods

The results presented in Table 4 are generated through the use
of a range of methodologies (after Defra, 2012). Water demand
projections are calculated using historical abstraction data along
with an agroclimate index. Soil moisture deficit was calculated
using a water balance model combined with a climate model
accounting for future levels of evapotranspiration. Dairy milk
production changes were calculated using a response function
linked with a thermal humidity index. Crop yield impacts were
projected through coupling climate models with crop yield
response models.

The data used to generate the results presented in Table 4 is a
combination of Irish, Scottish, Welsh and English agricultural data
(Defra, 2012; Teagasc, 2013; CSO 2013). Where Irish data was
unavailable UK data was used to provide proxy results. 

Table 6 Indicative Economic costs, likelihoods and urgency
associated with a range of climate change related impacts in
both Irish arable and livestock sectors

The results presented in Table 6 are generated using a range of
Irish and UK data sets from academic literature, policy literature,
as well as expert consultation (Defra, 2012; Thompson et al.,
2012; Sweeney et al., 2013; Scottish Government, 2008; Anglo-
Celt, 2013). The economic cost estimates presented were
calculated using a combination of market prices, informed
judgement, and non-market values such as repair or adaptation
costs. The values presented do not account for price uplift or
discounting. Due to underlying system complexity the results
presented in Table 6 should be considered as indicative rather
than absolute. Impact likelihood and urgency displayed in Table 6
is determined from the relevant scientific literature as well as
stakeholder and expert consultation. 
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