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INTRODUCTION 

The aim of this document is to describe beef production in the five partner countries involved in 
Sustainbeef project: Belgium, France, Germany, Ireland and Italy. 

Fifteen case studies are presented in this document. They represent fifteen different farm types which 
were selected in order to show the diversity of farming systems producing beef in Europe. Therefore, 
these case studies are part of six different systems: 

- Suckler cow-calf systems : 4 case studies 
- Breeder-Fattener systems : 3 cs 
- Fattening specialised systems : 5 cs 
- Dairy-Fattener systems : 1 cs 
- Dairy specialised systems : 1 cs 
- Mixt dairy and suckler systems (twofold herd) : 1 cs 

 

They are representative of nine production areas : 

- In Belgium : Wallonia (4 case studies) 
- In France : Massif Central (3 cs) and Lorraine (1 cs) 
- In Germany : Bavaria (1 cs), North Rhine Westphalia (1 cs) and Lower Saxony (1 cs) 
- In Ireland : North West (1 cs) and South East (1 cs) 
- In Italy : Veneto (2 cs) 
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Quantitative and qualitative data describing these fifteen case studies were collected, pooled and 
standardized, providing a full understanding of the technical and economical functioning of the case 
studies. The description form includes six sections: 

- General information : Name, localisation of the case study, reference year of the data 
- Structure : Labour, land endowments, herd size, livestock buildings, other buildings and 

equipments 
- Crops and grassland : Fertilisation, phytosanitary treatments, harvest 
- Herd composition : Annual purchases and sales of animals, performance indicators 
- Growth & diet : Daily and annual diets of different groups of animals 
- Economic results : Ouput, expenses, capital 

This deliverable includes fact sheets providing an overview for each case study. Full data are available 
in the form of Excel files. 
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Figure 1: Evolution of the European cattle since 2000 (*1000 heads) 

 

Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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Figure 2: Repartition of the European dairy cow 
herd in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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Figure 3: Repartition of the European suckling cow 
herd in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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Figure 4: Evolution of European beef production and type of 
animal produced 

  
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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Figure 5: Repartition of the European beef 
production in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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BEEF PRODUCTION IN THE EUROPEAN UNION 

Thanks to its temperate climate, the heterogeneity of its territories and the agronomic wealth of its 
soil, the European Union is a diversified area for agricultural production. Animal production represents, 
on average, 40% of the final agricultural production. However, the last decade has seen an increasing 
concentration of livestock production in the most competitive areas and in larger farms (Roguet et al. 
2015). 

THE EUROPEAN HERD 
5th largest cattle population in the world in 2016, the EU has 89 million head, with 5 countries (France, 
Germany, the UK, Ireland and Italy) accounting for more than 60% (Figure 1). EU cattle has decreased 
by 6% since 2000 due to the decapitalization in the dairy herd. In 2016, the EU had 23.5 million dairy 
cows and 12.3 million beef cows (Eurostat 2017). 
The EU dairy cattle is mainly concentrated in 6 countries accounting for 67% of the European dairy 
cows: Germany, France, Poland, Italy, the UK and the Netherlands, while the 4 main countries with 
suckler cows (France, Spain, the UK and Ireland) held 71% of EU beef cattle (Figure 2 & 3), mainly 
valorizing less favored zones such as the Massif central in France, dry mountains in Spain or Scottish 
Hills in the UK (Lherm et al. 2017). 

EUROPEAN BEEF PRODUCTION 
In 2016, the EU was the third largest beef production area in the world, behind the USA and Brazil. 
With 7.8 million CWE (from 26.6 million heads), the EU has produced 11.5% of the global beef 
production. 
The EU produced mainly beef from culled cows and young bulls with differences between milk oriented 
countries and countries with specialized herd for beef production. Cull cows in milk producing herds 
are the main type of meat from females while males are either fattened as calves (mainly in Spain, 
France or the Netherlands) and young bull or steers (Ireland, the UK). In specialized herds, the main 
products are cull cows, young bull and heifers (Figure 4 & 5). 

TRADE IN THE EUROPEAN UNION 
The EU account for only 2% of world beef exports and 3% of world beef import, excluding intra-EU 
trade (Chatellier 2016). 

In 2015, the EU has exported 622 700 heads of live cattle (excluding animals for breeding) mainly to 
Lebanon, Turkey, Libya, the Maghreb and Egypt (Figure 6). Exports have increased by 78% compared 
to 2014 due to the Turkish market (GEB-Idele 2016a). Trade markets for European live cattle are 
uncertain mainly for geopolitical issues and market protection rules (Chatellier 2017). 

EU export of fresh and frozen meat have reached 239 000 T CWE in 2015. Main clients for EU meat are 
the Balkans, South-East & Central Asia and North Africa. Compared to 2000, they have reduced by half 
due to the foreclosure of Russia market to European meat (Figure 7). 

EU have imported 320 000 T CWE of beef in 2015, those imports have dropped by 40% compared to 
2007 and are similar to volumes imported in 2000 (Figure 8). This is mainly explained by the decreased 
of importations from Brazil following the modification of the European health regulations (Chatellier 
2017).  
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Figure 6: Exports of live cattle from the European Union 
(number of heads) 

 
Source : Comext / Traitement Inra, SMART-LERECO 

Figure 8: Beef imports of the European Union (*1000 T cwe) 

 

Source : Comext / Traitement Inra, SMART-LERECO 

Figure 7: fresh and frozen beef exports from European 
Union (*1000 T cwe) 

 
Source : Comext / Traitement Inra, SMART-LERECO 
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Figure 11: Evolution of beef foreign exchange in 
Belgium (x1000 T cwe) 

 
Source : Inra, by DG Statistiques - Statistics Belgium 
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Figure 10: Type of animals produced in Belgium in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 

Figure 12: Evolution of Belgian live cattle foreign 
exchange (number of heads) 

 
Source : Inra, d’après FranceAgriMer 
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Figure 9: Evolution of Belgian beef production 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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BELGIUM 

GENERAL ELEMENTS  
Belgium has 1.3 million ha of useful agricultural area. With 278 thousand T cwe produced from 911 
000 heads in 2016, beef production is an important part of Belgium agricultural production (figure 9). 
This production has decreased by 8% in volume since the 1980s and has remained stable since the 
2000s. Beef production comes mainly from dairy culled cows and fattened young bulls (figure 10). 

Belgian beef consumption is decreasing (-26% in the last 10 years) and reached 14.2 kg cwe par 
inhabitant in 2016. Belgium exports its large surplus of production (DG statistique – Statistics Belgium 
2017). 

FOREIGN EXCHANGES IN BELGIUM 

BEEF EXCHANGES 
In 2016, Belgium has exported 189 thousand T cwe of beef, accounting for 68% of its production. 
Exports have increased by 60% since 2005 (figure 11) and mainly consist of fresh meat. Belgium main 
markets are the Netherlands, France, Italy and Germany, those 4 countries accounting for 85% of 
Belgian exports. The Netherlands mainly import veal from Belgium while France favour cuts for 
processed meat. The remaining meat is exported to Middle-East, South Africa and Eastern Europe 
(Sogepa 2015). 

Belgium imports have remain relatively stable since 2007 between 70 and 80 thousands T cwe of beef, 
mainly from the Netherlands, France, the United Kingdom and Ireland (Sogepa 2015). 

EXCHANGES IN LIVE ANIMALS 
In 2016, Belgium has exported 116 thousand live animals (-27% since 2010) towards mainly the 
Netherlands (75%) and Italy (10%) (Figure 12) and has imported 180 thousand live animals (x2.4 since 
2012) from The Netherlands (72%), Germany (17.5%) and France (9%). 

TYPOLOGY OF THE BELGIUM HERD 
Belgium is divided in two main regions: Wallonia and Flanders. In 2014, there was 21 thousand bovine 
farms in Belgium. The Belgian herd had 2.5 million heads in 2016 (-17% since 2000) with 531 thousands 
dairy cows and 457 thousand suckling cows (Figure 13). Since the 1980s, the dairy herd has decreased 
by 47%, compensated by the increased of the suckling herd which has been multiplied by 2.5. 

Cattle population is distributed equally between Flanders and Wallonia. The wallon herd is mainly a 
suckling herd while the flanders’ herd is mainly a dairy herd (SPF Economie 2013). 

BEEF PRODUCTION IN WALLONIA 
The agricultural production in Wallonia is dominated by livestock productions and more specifically 
beef production. There was 1.18 million heads in Wallonia in 2014 (-23% since 1990) (SPW-DGARNE 
2015) with 275 thousands suckling cows and 209 thousands dairy cows (respectively 60% and 40% of 
Belgium herds) (BCZ-CBL 2017). 
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Figure 14: Repartition of cattle systems’ in Wallonia 

 
Source : CRA-W 

Figure 13 : Type of animals held in farms in Belgium in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, d’après Eurostat 
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Figure 15: Part of grasslands in the UAA in Wallonia in 2015 

 

Source : SPW, DGARNE, Direction de l’Analyse économique agricole et SPF Economie, 
Direction générale Statistique 
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Beef production is mainly located in the south of Wallonia in the Luxembourg region (figure 14). 90% 
of the production is based on the Belgian Blue breed characterized by well-conformed and lean animals 
(CRA-W 2012). Dairy production is mainly located in eastern Wallonia in the Liège region, rich in 
grasslands and in the north-west of Wallonia (Figure 14 & 15). It is mainly based on the Holstein breed. 

In 2014, there was almost 9 thousand bovine farms in Wallonia 5.5 thousand owning dairy cows and 
7.2 thousands owning suckling cows. Bovine production, both dairy and beef, are getting more and 
more specialized with fewer yet larger farms with an average of 133 heads per farm in 2015 (vs. 95 in 
2000). Moreover, indoor breeding has developed over the last few years (SPW-DGARNE 2015). 

Specialized dairy farms have on average 71 dairy cows with only 10% of the farms owning more than 
120 cows. On average 68% of the UAA is in permanent grasslands (Cellule d’information lait 2017). 

Most suckling farms in Wallonia are cow-calf holdings, the fattening being less and less done on the 
farm of origin. Lean animals (either cows, heifers, calves or young bovines) are fattened in specialized 
farms (SPF Economie 2013) 
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Figure 16: Evolution of the French beef production 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 

Figure 17: French beef production in 2016 

 

Source : Inra, by Eurostat 

Figure 18: Evolution of French cattle foreign exchanges 
(heads) 

Source : Inra, by Eurostat 

Figure 19: Main flows of French calves in 2016 

 
Source : GEB-Institut de l’Elevage, by FranceAgriMer, Douanes Française, 
change by Inra 
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FRANCE: THE FIRST EUROPEAN PRODUCER 

GENERAL ELEMENTS  
In 2016, France produced 1.46 million Tonnes CWE with 4.7 million slaughtered animals, from a total 
herd of 19 million heads. Although the cattle production has declined by 20.5% since 1980, and by 
4.5% since 2007 (figure 16), France still ranks first in terms of beef production in Europe. The herd is 
composed of 3.63 million dairy cows and 4.22 million suckler cows, respectively 15.4% and 34.2% of 
the European Union livestock. 

In 2016, France slaughters stand for 18.7% of the EU total, mainly from cows (44%), young bulls (26%) 
and calves (15%) (figure 17). Culled cows come from the dairy and suckler herds in equal shares. Young 
bulls and heifers slaughtered mainly originate from suckler farms. These animals are raised up to 18 to 
24 months old. Calves intended for slaughter are mostly from dairy cattle, to produce veal. 

However, the suckler herd contributes two thirds of the beef tonnage produced in France, and to the 
export of many animals. 

 

FOREIGN EXCHANGES IN FRANCE 

EXCHANGES IN LIVE ANIMALS 
In 2016, France exported 1.32 million live animals. It is the first live animals’ exporter, accounting for 
almost 40% of the European total, ahead of Germany (10%), Holland (8%) and Spain (6%) (Chatellier, 
2016). 

Animals for export represent a significant part of the French herd. Indeed, French suckler farms are 
mainly oriented towards the production of heifers and young bulls (or ‘grazers’) often destined to be 
fattened abroad, particularly in Italy (64.4%) and Spain (23.7%). In 2016, 85% of exported animals were 
heifers and young males. Live cattle exportations have increased since 2014, after a relative decline of 
22% between 2011 and 2013 due to a fall in exports to Italy and Spain because of the economic crisis 
(figure 18). In France, the lean livestock market (young cattle destined to be fattened) is very important 
as it stands for 95% of exported animals. In 2016, 1 074 225 heads of lean cattle were exported, mainly 
for the Italian (819 919 heads) and Spanish (135 654 heads) markets, but also to third countries such 
as Algeria, Marocco, Turkey and Lebanon, a relatively unstable market, but accounting for only 6.6% 
of the exports of young bulls (Figure 19). 

France imports few live animals. These imports have dropped by 68% since 2010, to reach 44 225 
heads in 2016, mainly from Holland and Belgium (61%). In 2015, animals imported alive were mainly 
calves (61%) and cattle for slaughter (17%) or fattening (22%) (Interbev 2016). 

BEEF EXCHANGES 
France exports 16% of its beef production, primarily within the European market: only 6.5% out of the 
235.8 thousand T CWE exported are sold to third countries. 80% of the exports of France are fresh and 
chilled beef products, sold to Italy (34%), Greece (20%) and Germany (20%). Nevertheless, after a peak 
in 2011, exports dropped down by 25% in 5 years (Table 20).  
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Table 20: Evolution of French beef exportations 

BEEF 
1000 TONNES CWE 

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 EVOLUTION 
2016/2009 

EXPORTATIONS 269,9 285,2 315 267 239,3 229 235,6 235,8 -12,6% 

FRESH BEEF 234,9 247,7 275,5 232,6 209,7 192,3 195,1 194,2 -17,3% 

UE 232,9 242,1 251 228,1 206,3 190,7 192 191 -18,0% 

ITALY 90,9 92,2 93,7 93,9 88,3 83,4 79,2 76,8 -15,5% 

GREECE 77,5 74,2 71,9 62,3 55,9 51,2 44,7 46,7 -39,7% 

GERMANY 36,4 40,9 47,6 39,7 38,1 36,3 44,8 44,7 22,8% 

FROZEN BEEF 28,9 27,4 25 18,1 17,8 22,5 22,8 24,9 -13,8% 

UE 22,8 22,2 18,6 14 13,5 16,9 17,4 19,2 -15,8% 

THIRD 
COUNTRIES 

3,1 5,1 6,4 4,1 4,4 5,6 5,4 5,3 71,0% 

PROCESSED 
BEEF 

9,2 10,1 14,4 16,2 11,7 14,2 17,6 16,7 81,5% 

Source : Inra, by FranceAgriMer et Douanes françaises 

Table 21: Evolution of French beef importations 

BEEF 
1000 TONNES CWE 

2009 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 EVOLUTION 
2016/2009 

IMPORTATIONS 407,3 406,8 370,8 381,8 377,5 363 345 321,1 -21,2% 

FRESH BEEF 300,3 301,7 270,7 269,5 271,8 256,4 236 212,6 -29,2% 

UE 298,7 301,7 270,7 268,8 271,1 255,4 234,3 210,4 -29,6% 

NETHERLANDS 85,2 83,2 77,6 74,2 80,5 74,9 73 68,6 -19,5% 

GERMANY 72,2 70,1 56,8 54,1 51,2 46,7 41 37,4 -48,2% 

IRELAND 42,3 44 40 36,3 33,8 36,9 32,6 29,1 -31,2% 

FROZEN BEEF 87,9 86,2 83 94,7 88,9 89,2 91,6 90,8 3,3% 

PROCESSED 
BEEF 

19 18,9 17,1 17,6 16,9 17,4 17,3 17,8 -6,3% 

Source : Inra, by FranceAgriMer et Douanes françaises 

Figure 22: Distribution of dairy cows in 2016 

 

Figure 23: Distribution of suckler cows in 2016 
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French imports of beef are higher than exports. They account for 321.1 thousand tonnes cwe in 2016. 
The main suppliers of France are the Netherlands (21%), Germany (12%), Ireland (9%), where the dairy 
production is predominant (Table 21). Imports mainly concern fresh beef (66.1%) but also frozen meat 
(28.3%). 

Thus, France has a deficit in beef and veal, but a large surplus in live cattle. This explains why France’s 
trade balance is negative in volumes but positive in monetary terms. Furthermore, consumer habits 
are changing in France like in other EU countries, in a way that affects beef production. Although 
French beef consumption is still the highest in the European Union with 23.5 kg cwe per capita per 
year in 2015, it has been down by almost 12% for ten years. In 2015, 35% of the beef consumed in 
France came from the dairy sector, and 65% from the suckler sector. The demand is more and more 
concentrated on minced beef (Lherm & al, 2017). 

TYPOLOGY OF THE FRENCH HERD 
France has the largest suckler herd in Europe and the second largest dairy herd after Germany in 2016. 

French cattle population has remained quite stable since the 2000s. However, the French dairy herd 
was almost divided in two since the 1980s, due to progress in zootechnical performances and the 
establishment of quotas within the EU. In the same time, its suckler herd has increased, partly thanks 
to the Common Agricultural Policy reforms in the last 40 years: it has almost doubled since the 1980s, 
partially offsetting the decline in the dairy herd. In 2016, the French bovine herd is composed of 40% 
cows, 27% animals less than one year old, 19% animals between 1 and 2 years old, 11% heifers older 
than 2 years old and 2% of males older than 2 years old (Eurostat 2017). 

Cattle breeding is present throughout France, except in the cereal plains and the wine regions, but 
with a very variable density according to the region considered. Dairy production is mainly found in 
the north, north-east and north-west of France, called the "croissant laitier" (Figure 22), while suckler 
production is mainly concentrated in central France: Massif Central, Pays de la Loire and north of the 
Deux Sèvres, Pyrenean (Figure 23). 

The French national herd is divided into 199 000 farms ; this number has dropped by a third since 2005 
(GEB-Idele 2016c). France counts 121,200 suckler farms and 77,000 dairy farms according to the latest 
general agricultural census (RA 2010). However, 19,600 farms are mixed dairy-suckler. As with dairy 
farms, suckler farms’ size is variable. They have 34.8 cows on average, and almost half of the farms 
have more than 20 suckler cows. The latter account for nearly 80% of suckler cows. Thus, close to three 
quarters of the suckler farms are specialized in this production. The last quarter has an associated 
breeding activity: dairy cows, sheep or goats. Indeed, 19,600 dairy farms own nearly 450,000 suckler 
cows, or 11% of the livestock. Finally, very small farms representing 8% of suckler cows account for 
only 0.6% of the livestock (Institut de l’Elevage 2014). 

Dairy farms have an average of 47.1 cows per farm and are highly specialized (Figure 24). Nearly half 
of them have between 30 and 70 dairy cows, 16% between 70 and 100, and 8% more than 100 cows. 
Farms between 30 and 70 cows own almost 50% of the livestock (GEB-Idele 2016c).  

The 24% of farms which have more than 70 dairy cows represent more than 40% of the livestock. 
Finally, small farms of less than 30 dairy cows represent almost 25% of the farms, but concentrate only 
8% of the dairy cows (GEB-Idele 2016c). 
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Figure 24: Typology of dairy farms and mixed farms in 2015 
(threshold of visibility 100 farms) 

 

Figure 25: Typology of suckler farms of at least 20 cows 
(threshold of visibility 100 farms) 

 

Figure 27: Distribution of dairy farms according to the fodder system 

 
Source : Agreste, RA 2010, traitement Idele 

Figure 26: Distribution of suckler farms over 20 cows (no dairy cows) 
depending on the presence or absence of silage corn and crops, depending 
on grassland areas 

 
Source : Agreste, recensement agricole 2010 – Traitement Institut de l’Elevage 2014 
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Concerning veal calves, the production is divided into 2940 farms. They are located mainly in the north-
west and south-west of France. 85% of the production is concentrated in only 8 regions out of 21 
(Interbev 2016). 

Whether associated with another production or not, beef systems can be characterized by 
combinations of the categories of males and females marketed (Figure 25): 

- Systems with the production of young bulls or heifers, fattened or not    
- Systems with production of young bulls heavier feeders, and females fattened or not     
- Systems with production of young bulls and heifers fattened      
- Systems with production of veal from suckled calves, and heavy calves      
- Systems with production of steers and heifers fattened      
- Specialized fattening systems 

Among the suckler farms with more than 20 cows, 21% have only grassland and no crops, and 37% 
have maize silage. The largest proportions of farms with maize silage occur in the Atlantic Arc and 
northern regions of France (Figure 26 and 27). Finally, 43% of the farms combine grassland and crops 
(without corn silage) in unequal proportions (Institut de l’Elevage 2014), particularly in the north-east 
and south-west.  
In the end, suckler systems mainly use grassland and preserved fodder (hay, silage, wrapped grass), 
valuing grassland less-favoured areas, where the share of grassland in the agricultural land is high, 
while dairy farms are more based on maize silage systems, or using dry feed rations, concentrates, and 
sometimes grassland (especially in mountain and piedmont areas). 
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Figure 31: Evolution of German beef foreign exchange 
(*1000 T cwe) 

 
Source : Inra, by FranceAgriMer 
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Figure 30: Main customers of German meat in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, by FranceAgriMer 
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Figure 28: Evolution of German beef production 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 

Figure 29: Type of bovine animal produced in Germany in 2016 

 

Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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 THE FIRST EUROPEAN DAIRY PRODUCER 

GENERAL ELEMENTS  
Germany is the largest dairy producer in the EU and after France, the 2nd largest beef producer, with 
1.15 million T cwe from 3.6 million heads (14.7% of the EU production). Even if the production has 
known a drop by 27% since the 1980s, it has stayed relatively stable the last 10 years (figure 28). 

In 2001, with the BSE crisis, beef consumption in Germany have experiences a drop by 30% compared 
to 2000. Since then, consumption is slightly increasing due to changes in eating habits (Thünen-Institut 
2017a) and has reached 14.3 kg cwe per inhabitant in 2016 (GEB-IDELE 2016b). 

Beef production in Germany is characterized by 2 types of animals: 45% of the beef produced (in T 
cwe) is from young bulls and 35% is from culled cows, both from dairy and suckling cattle (figure 29). 
The cattle herd hold 4.2 million dairy cows and 670 thousand suckling cows. Therefore, beef production 
is highly influences by the dairy sector with calves and cattle not required for the dairy production 
fatten to produce meat (Deblits et al. 2008). 

FOREIGN EXCHANGES IN GERMANY 

BEEF EXCHANGES 
German exports have declines in recent years (-20% since 2009), stabilizing at 377.1 thousand T cwe 
(i.e. 33% of its production) in 2016 making Germany the 3rd largest European exporter after Ireland 
and Poland (figure 30). Germany main clients are the Netherlands, France, Italy and Denmark (figure 
31). In contrast, imports have increased by 25% since 2009, with 406.9 thousands t cwe imported in 
2016 mainly from the Netherlands, France, Poland and third countries such as Argentina, Uruguay and 
Brazil (figure 32). Due to different consumption habits, Germany import meat from young cattle and 
export meat from culled cows (Thünen-Institut 2017a). 

EXCHANGES IN LIVE ANIMALS 
In 2016, Germany has exported around 706 thousands heads (+22% since 2009) mainly towards the 
Netherlands (80%) and Spain (10%). 94% of its exports concern dairy calves for slaughter. 

Importation of live animals have known a significant decreased since 2009 (almost -60%) and stabilized 
at 63.3 thousand heads in 2016 (figure 33). 

TYPOLOGY OF THE GERMAN HERD 
With 12.5 million heads in 2016, Germany held the 2nd biggest cattle herd in the EU. It is mainly 
composed from dairy animals (4.2 million dairy cows vs. 670 thousand suckling cows) (figure 34). The 
cattle herd has declined by 15% since 2000 due to the decapitalization in the dairy sector.  
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Figure 32: German main suppliers of beef in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, d’après FranceAgriMer 
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Figure 33: Evolution of German live cattle foreign exchange 
(number of heads) 

 
Source : Inra, d’après FranceAgriMer 
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Figure 34: Type of animals held in farms in Germany in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, d’après Eurostat 
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Thus, the dairy herd has declined by 12% since 1990 due to the milk quotas and the increased in milk 
production but has stayed relatively stable since 2008. In 2016, there was 71,000 dairy farms in 
Germany, half of it located in the Bavaria state and 50% of the dairy cows held either in the Bavaria 
state or the Lower Saxony state (Figure 35). There is a high variability in herd size, with a quarter of the 
German’s farms owning at least one dairy cow (Thünen-Institut 2017b). The largest herds can be found 
in the former East Germany with 188 dairy cows per farm on average while in the former West 
Germany, the average dairy herd is 54 cows per farm. Nevertheless, the 15% of farms with more than 
100 cows accounts for 50% of the German dairy herd. The suckling herd is composed mainly of cow-
calf specialized farms. The 51,000 farms held on average 14 cows in 2014 (Stolz 2014), larger farm can 
be found in the former East Germany than in the former West Germany (32 vs. 10 cows/farm on 
average) (Delblitz et al. 2008). Between 1990 and 2000 the specialized suckling herd has been 
multiplied by 2.7 and has reached 820 thousand cows, yet since 2000, it has declined by 20%. 

In 2015, Germany had 82 thousands farm with a fattening activity, 85% of those were located in the 
western part of Germany. 72% of the farms have less than 10 young bull and account for only 16% of 
the number of animal fattened in Germany. Young bulls are mostly fattened in specialized farms with 
28% fattened in farms with more than 100 heads and 20% in farms with 20 to 99 heads. Those systems 
represent 6% of the total of farms with a fattening activity (Eurostat 2017). Most of the young bulls are 
fattened in the Lower Saxony state (Figure 36). 

Young bulls are, for the main part, allotted and fattened indoors with a highly concentrated diet based 
on maize silage. Calves from dairy cattle are mainly sold to a fattening system at 14 days of age for the 
Holstein breed and 2 month of age for the Fleckvieh and Braunvieh breeds but some fattening farms 
prefer buying weaned animals (between 4 and 6 mo). Holstein bulls are slaughtered between 18 and 
21 mo while Fleckvieh and Braunvieh bulls are slaughtered between 17 and 19 mo with an ‘objective’ 
live weight from 680 and 750 kg. Young bulls from specialized beef breed or crossed breed are bought 
by fattening farms at 6 to 9 mo (Thünen-Institut 2017b). 
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Figure 36: Regional distribution of young bulls in Germany in 2010 

 
Source : Thünen-Institut, 2016 

Figure 35: Regional distribution of dairy cows on German territory in 2016 (left) and share of grasslands 
within each region in 2010 (right) 

 
Source: Statistisches Bundesamt, Fachserie 3, Reihe 4, Viehbestand und tierische Erzeugung (2016) 
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Figure 2 : Evolution of Irish beef foreign trade (x1000 T cwe) 

 

Source : Inra, by FranceAgriMer 
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Figure 1 : Main customers of Irish beef prodcuts in 
2016 
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Figure 4 : Evolution of Irish beef production 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 

Figure 3 : Type of animal produced in Ireland in 2016 

 

Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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IRELAND: FIRST EUROPEAN PRODUCER 

GENERAL ELEMENTS  
Agriculture, and more specifically cattle breeding, is important for the Irish economy. Ireland was the 
6th European producer with 588.4 thousand T cwe of beef in 2016. It is one of the few European 
countries (alongside Spain and Poland) with an upward trend in beef production since 1980 (+30%). 
The production increased mostly between the 1980s and 2000s and has only increased by 2% since 
2000 (figure 37). 

Ireland produced 7.54% of the EU beef production in 2016. Steers, slaughtered between 24 and 30 
month old (GEB-IDELE 2013b), remains the main production in 2016 despite a decreased by 25% since 
2000 (steers accounted for 53% of slaughters in 2000 vs. 38% in 2016) (figure 38). It has gradually been 
replaced by young bulls (3.8% of slaughters in 2000 vs. 15% in 2016) (Eurostat 2017). Young bulls have 
a better profitability due to a shorter cycle of production (young bulls being slaughtered at 18mo) and 
a fattening diet based on pasture grass with concentrate complementation. The share of females in 
slaughters has remained stable with 28% of heifers and 19% of cull cows. Heifers are fattened on diets 
based on pasture grass without complementation. 

FOREIGN EXCHANGES IN IRELAND 
The 4.8 million inhabitant of Ireland in 2016 consumed 19 kg cwe each (FranceAgriMer 2017). Thus, 
most of the Irish beef production is exported: in 2016, it represented 93% of the production with 548.6 
T cwe (+20% since 2009) (figure 39) mainly towards the United Kingdom (55%, France (11%) and the 
Netherlands (9%) (figure 40). Therefore, Ireland is the first European exporter (before Poland and 
Germany) and the 5th largest exporter in the world. 

The increase in exports can be linked to the Irish government’s plans: Food Harvest 2020 and Food 
Wise 2025.Irish agricultural strategy now focus on “high quality” meat on the EU beef market with 
grass based production from Anglo-Saxon breeds, as intended by the Origin Green program. All those 
programs aims to increasing Irish agricultural productions and exports and to promoting Irish products 
worldwide as well as ensuring farms durability (economic, environmental,…). 

Live exports is marginal in Ireland with 91 500 heads exported in 2016, excluding animals for breeding, 
and has experienced a decreased by 60% since 2010.  

Irish imports are very low with only 32.5 thousands T cwe of beef and 5,600 live animals in 2016 
(FranceAgriMer 2017). 

TYPOLOGY OF THE IRISH HERD 
Ireland benefits from its oceanic climate and plentiful precipitation throughout the year allowing for a 
long grass-growing season from February to the end of November with on average 15 T of dry matter 
per hectare (vs. 11 T of dry matter on average in the EU). As grass accounts for 80% of the Irish utilized 
agricultural area (vs. 40% in average in the EU), its production systems diet are grass based (Walsh 
2016) (Figure 41). 
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Figure 7 : Proportion of grassland in the UAA in 2009 (in %) 

 

Source : GEB – Institut de l’Elevage, by CSA 
Cartographie : Cartes et Données 6.0 Articque 

Figure 6 : Type of animals held on Irish farms in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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Figure 5 : Evolution of Irish Dairy and suckling cows (*1000 heads) 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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With 6.6 million heads (+13.5% since 1980), Ireland owns the 4th European cattle herd (figure 42). The 
dairy herd held almost 1.3 million dairy cows while the suckling herd has slightly more than 1 million 
beef cows. The specialized beef herd has been multiplied by 2.6% between 1980s and 1990s but has 
decreased by 13% since the late 1990s. 

The dairy herd has experienced a structural decreased until 2010. The government driven rise of 30% 
since 2010 was in anticipation of the 2015 ending of milk quotas. The dairy cattle herd is mainly located 
in the south (70%) while the suckling herd is located in the north-west with less favorable climatic 
conditions (figure 44 and 45). 

Almost 90% of the 18 000 Irish dairy farms are specialized for milk production and 75% of dairy cows 
are owned by farms with more than 50 cows. Calving occurs at the end of winter, beginning of spring 
in order to take advantage of the grass growth during early lactation. In 2013, 95% of the dairy cows 
were from Holstein breeds. Yet, cross-breeding is frequent with almost 1/3 of the dairy cows 
inseminated with beef breads (GEB-IDELE 2013b). 

78,000 of the 79,000 beef farms are specialized and held 79% of the suckling cows as well as 61% of 
males between 1 and 2 yo and 72% of males over 2 yo. In 2013, the average farm owned 31 LU on 28 
ha, with 46% of the farms owning less than 20 ha and only 12% with more than 50 ha (GEB-IDELE 
2013b). 

According to the Animal Identification and Movement (AIM) base, 25% of replacement heifers for the 
suckling herd are beef / dairy crossbreeds from dairy farms. Among the remaining replacement heifers, 
61% are crossbreeds between different beef breeds.  

Different types of production systems from the suckling herd were classified by Walsh (2016): 

- Cow-calf systems producing weanlings sold at 8mo; 
- Cow-calf systems producing weanlings sold at 1.5yo; 
- Breeder – fattener systems; 
- Fatteners; 
- Mixed systems; 
- Meat producers from dairy herds. 

The 5 main breed used for the suckling herd are: Charolaise, Angus, Limousine, Hereford and 
Simmental (Walsh 2016). 
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Figure 8 : Distribution of dairy cows in Ireland  
in 2010 (number of heads / km²) 

 

Sources : GEB – Institut de l’Elevage, by CSA 
Cartographie : Cartes et Données 6.0 Articque 

Figure 9 : Distribution of suckling cows in Ireland in 
2010 (number of heads / km²) 

 

Source : GEB – Institut de l’Elevage, by CSA 
Cartographie : Cartes et Données 6.0 Articque 
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Figure 46: Evolution of Italian beef production 

 
Source : Inra, by Eurostat 

Figure 47: Type of bovine animal produced in Italy in 2016 

Source : Inra, by Eurostat 

Figure 48: Evolution of live cattle Italian imports (excluding animals 
for breeding) (number of heads 

 
Source : Inra, by FranceAgriMer 
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ITALY: A FATTENING COUNTRY 

GENERAL ELEMENTS 
Beef represents 50% of the meat tonnage consumed in the country (GEB-IDELE 2011). As the 4th largest 
beef producer in Europe, Italy produced 809,600 T CWE in 2016 (from 2.85 million heads), accounting 
for 10.4% of the EU production. In 2012, 40% of its slaughtered animals came from import of lean 
cattle, fattened in Italy (GEB-IDELE 2013a). 

Italy has experienced a structural decreased of beef consumption: in the last 10 years it has reduced 
by 25%, from 25 kg cwe per inhabitant in 2006 to 19 kg cwe in 2016.  

Between 1980 and the economic crisis of 2010, there was a decreased by 25% of animals slaughtered 
partially compensated by the increase in carcass weight (increase share of French young bulls in the 
supplies, genetic progress) limiting the decreased in tonnage by 6%. However, since 2010, production 
has decreased by 25% both in tonnage and slaughter (figure 46). Slaughtering has slightly increased 
again between 2014 and 2016 by 14%. Consumers are preferring cheaper meat due to a lower 
purchasing power and changing lifestyles resulting in increased volume of minced meat consumed 
(GEB-IDELE 2011). 

Italian consumers have a preference for tender and light colored meat corresponding to a production 
of young cattle (male and female) slaughtered between 16 and 22 month old, called vitelloni, and 
accounting for 66% of the Italian production in 2016. Culled cows accounts for 21% of the beef 
produced and veal for 13% (figure 47). Italian reproductive herd is for 87% a dairy herd, that’s why 
cows slaughtered in Italy are mainly culled dairy cows. Heifers for dairy cattle are intended to restock 
caw herd. Half of the male calves from dairy herds produced veal, the remaining can be crossed breed 
and fattened to produce young bulls (GEB-IDELE 2011). However, according to the ISMEA in 2011, 54% 
of young bulls slaughtered in Italy were from specialized suckling breeds, including imported animals. 

FOREIGN EXCHANGES IN ITALY 

EXCHANGES IN LIVE ANIMALS 
To satisfy its need of young animal for its market, Italy import live cattle (“broutards”) to be fattened 
mainly in the Pô valley in northern Italy. With almost 992 000 heads imported in 2016, Italy is the 
largest cattle importer in EU. France is Italy’s main supplier of cattle for fattening and for slaughter 
with respectively 77.6% and 73.3% of the market share in 2016 (Figure 48). Austria, the second supplier 
only accounts for 6% of Italian live imports (FranceAgriMer 2017). 

The decline in Italian consumption has been reflected in a decreased of live imports for fattening farms 
reaching 921 000 heads imported in 2015 (vs. 1.28 million heads in 2010). 

Italian live exports, with a little less than 37 000 heads in 2016, are low compared to imports. Until 
2015, exports where towards Spain and the Netherlands and shifted to Spain, Poland and Turkey 
afterwards (FranceAgriMer 2017).  
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Figure 51: Main Italian customers of beef meat in 2016 

 
Source : Inra, by FranceAgriMer 
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Figure 49: Main Italian suppliers of beef meat in 2016 

 

Source : Inra, d’après FranceAgriMer 
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Figure 50: Evolution of Italian beef foreign exchange (x1000 tonnes 
cwe) 
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BEEF EXCHANGES 
With declining imports of live cattle, Italian production has decreased more quickly the decreased of 
consumption creating a deficit in the beef market. It was compensated by an increasing volume of 
fresh and frozen meat importation. With 430.4 thousand T cwe imported in 2016 (mainly from France 
– 19%, Poland – 18%, Netherland – 14%), Italy is the first EU importer (figure 49). 

Between 1990 and 2010, imports have increased by 31% and exports have been multiplied by 2.1 (GEB-
IDELE2011). Between 2010 and 2013, the decreased in national consumption and meat availability in 
EU have led to a loss of 13% of beef meat importation in Italy (GEB-IDELE 2013a). (Figure 50) 

The competition on Italian imported beef market have increased. France was the first supplier of Italy 
in 2016 but has been losing market share in favor of Poland. This shift in supplier translate a change in 
the type of meat imported: since 2010, the share of frozen meat have increased at the expense of 
fresh meat. Moreover, imported meat accounted for 40% of the consumption in 2016 versus only 35% 
in 2011, and 26% in 1995 (GEB-IDELE 2013a). 

Italy has exported 169.5 thousand T cwe in 2016, mainly from culled cows toward France for 
hindquarters and the EU for forequarters, mostly already minced (figure 50 & 51).  

TYPOLOGY OF THE ITALIAN HERD 
With 6.3 million heads, Italy currently has the 5th largest cattle herd in the EU, with the 4th dairy herd 
and the 7th suckling herd. The cattle herd has remained relatively stable since 2000, fluctuating 
between 6 and 7 million heads but has declined by 29% compared to the 1980s. It is due to a significant 
drop by 43% of the suckling herd between the 1990s and today (figure 52) and a decline by 30% of the 
dairy herd between 1980 and 1995. The dairy herd has remained stable since. In 2016, the Italian cattle 
herd is composed mainly by dairy cows (33%) and young animals (under 2yo) (figure 53) 

The Italian cattle herd is mainly a specialized dairy herd. It is mainly localized in the north of Italy, in 
Veneto, Piedmont, Lombardy and Emilia-Romagna (figure 54). In 2016, There was 50 000 dairy farms 
for 2.06 thousand dairy cows. The suckling herd accounted for almost 605,000 suckling cows in 2016 
(figure 55). Piedmont, Sardegna and Sicilia are the 3 main territories for the suckling herd with 
respectively 29%, 14% and 9% of the total Italian suckling cows. The remaining suckling cows are 
located along the Appenini mountain range which cross Italy from north to south (GEB-IDELE 2011). 

Farm size are variable from one region to another. In the 3 main dairy region, almost half of the dairy 
farms held from 100 to 500 cows. On the contrary, 72% of the 84,000 specialized suckling farms only 
held less the 19 cows in 2015 and 15% held from 20 to 49 cows (De Roest & Montanari 2015). 

The 4 regions constituting the Pô valley held half of the 55,000 farms with young males from 1 to 2 yo 
but account for 75% of this population (figure 56), with 9% of the farms (i.e. 5000 farms with more the 
100 LU) in 2011 detaining 60% of the fattening places (GEB-IDELE 2011). 
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Figure 52: Evolution of the Italian cattle herd (x1000 heads) 

 

Source : Inra, by Eurostat 
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Figure 53: Type of animals held in farms in Italy in 
2016 

 
Source : Inra, d’après Eurostat 
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Figure 55: Distribution of Italian suckling farms in 2014 

 

Source : CRPA, by ISTAT et ANABIC  

Figure 56: Distribution of young cattle in the Pô 
Valley in 2014 

 
Source : CRPA, by ISTAT 

Figure 54: Distribution of Italian dairy farms 
in 2014 

 

 
Source : CRPA, 2014 
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Emilia-Romagna and Lombardia are specialized in dairy production, thus fattened mainly calves from 
dairy farms to produce veal and some of the young cattle imported from Eastern Europe (IDELE 2011). 
Veneto is specialized in fattening broutards imported mainly from France and from Charolais or 
Limousin breeds. The region accounted for 35% of the young bulls produced in 2011. Piedmont is partly 
a breeder-fattening region using a local breed, the Piedmontese and partly a fattening region from 
French broutards from the Blonde d’Aquitaine breed qualitatively close to the local breed. This region 
accounts for 18% of the country fattening places (GEB-IDELE 2011). The rest of the country represent 
a marginal part of the beef production in the country. 

In fattening farms, young bull and heifers are allotted to be fattened for 5 to 7 months with a highly 
concentrated diet allowing for a high weight gain. Diets are mainly based on corn silage or flour 
completed with co-products, soybean meals and straw (GEB-IDELE 2011). 
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