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WHAT CAN THE RED MEAT SECTOR LEARN FROM OTHERS? 

Friday, November 3rd, 2017  

Background 

The general industry wisdom is that post Brexit, farmers around the UK will need to up their game, almost regardless of what sort of deal 

with the rest of Europe we end up with. There is the strong likelihood of reduced Pillar I & II style support payments, at some stage in the 

future. As a result, beef and sheep producers will be under pressure to change how they manage their farms more quickly in the future. 

What do farmers need to be thinking about? 

Beef and sheep farmers will have to look at a range of measures to improve the overall management and efficiency of their herds/flocks. 

This will need to see them paying more attention to areas such as feed conversion ratios, calving/lambing, fertility and mortality etc., as well 

as the better use of forage etc.  Being what might be deemed as “a low performer” seems to be less of an option. 

In this sort of environment, farmers also need to look to reduce debt levels as fast as possible. Banks are unlikely to be willing to lend to 

farms that are seen as mid or low industry performers and/or have no succession plan in place.  There will, over time, be a drive towards 

more specialisation of production, as well as more farm diversification and the generation of off farm income.  While beef and sheep farms 

are often family run enterprises and there is less dependence on the use of external (EU) labour, a move towards larger farms will see the 

increased use of machinery and mechanisation. 

Future industry landscape  

There will still be a huge variation in the range of performance, profitability and scale of activity within beef and sheep farming and so the 

sector will remain fragmented.  UK retailers tend to buy fewer sheep from the LFA regions (i.e. hill/light lambs etc.) as the product has 

traditionally been exported and sold in the domestic market to a lesser extent. UK retailers are still keen to source beef and sheep products 

from lowland areas. This remains a key area of opportunity for UK farmers and affords them some protection in the market. 

UK retailers still have some concerns though over the continuity of supply for these products, but still want to secure locally UK based supply 

and will develop more dedicated supply chains to secure this. As a result, there will be more integrated supply chains and processors will 

need to provide some form of incentive to secure raw material supplies. 

Transferable lessons? 

There is likely to be lots of help available to support beef and sheep farmers through a difficult time of transition, not least through 

organisations such as AHDB. In some cases, it might be an opportunity to really think outside the box and look at what happens in other agri 

food sectors.  Such a case might be made for looking at the UK soft fruit sector. This is arguably one of the most successful industries in UK 

agriculture and horticulture over the last 15 years or so. 

Clearly, beef and sheep farming is very different from strawberry production. There might, be however a number of transferable lessons from 

soft fruit that the red meat sector can learn from and maybe vice versa too. At one level, they are both involved in farming in the UK. They 

are both providing food to 65 million domestic consumers largely via the leading supermarkets. Both sectors face challenges from strong 

suppliers of imported products, as well as the opportunity to develop new international markets post Brexit. These points alone might give 

them more in common than might immediately seem to be the case. 

What has the soft fruit sector done that has been so impressive? This might include: 

 development of new premium varieties, grown for in some cases, specifically for a nominated retail customer 

 benchmarking of technical and financial performance is accepted as the norm amongst growers and seen as an essential business 

tool to improve performance 

 proactive mid to long term promotion of UK soft fruit with retailers and consumers, under the leadership of an industry association, 

“British Summer Fruits”, which involves all of the leading players in each stage of the supply chain 



 ongoing investment in new growing techniques and the use of technology to extend the main UK production season and fend off 

competition from imports from the likes of the Netherlands, Spain and North Africa 

 the development of very close working relationships between the growers and then the packer and distribution groups that serve the 

leading supermarket chains. Interestingly, the two leading players in the UK have totally different ownership structures, with one being 

a grower co operative and the other being a private company. What they both have in common is a focus on customers and the 

development of slick supply chains to serve them and very strong grower relationships at the heart of this 

 working in close association with suppliers from outside the UK – sometimes developing joint ventures with and investments in them – 

to give security of supply on an all year round basis 

The development of the soft fruit sector in the UK has revolved around taking a mid to long term view of the market opportunity and a 

realistic view of what needs to be done by all the supply chain and then working together in order to achieve it.  Key transferable lessons for 

the red meat sector might therefore include: 

 the systematic use of benchmarking techniques 

 consistent promotion of products to the point of sale and consumers 

 the building of solid, mid to long term supply chain relationships with processors, retailers and foodservice companies 

 investment in production techniques and the use of technology to increase competitiveness against imports 

 working with other international suppliers in terms of market supply 

None of these alone is a panacea to the challenges (and opportunities) that the red meat sector faces, but all are aspects of what has driven 

the soft fruit sector forward over the last 10 – 15 years. They also imply a need to see more collaboration in the red meat supply chain, to 

achieve what are at times complicated solutions, and have taken time to achieve in other sectors. 

Summing up 

It would be naive to think that the experience of 20 years industry development in one sector can be immediately transferred to another. We 

are of the firm belief, though, that industries can sometimes cherry pick what they see as being the good bits from another. 

By thinking laterally, this not least, can avoid some aspects of going up any learning curve and avoiding possible mistakes made by others in 

the past.  With the challenges ahead for the red meat sector, it might be that looking at the experiences of others provides some of the 

inspiration for the future development of the industry. The soft fruit sector has historically been subject to a relatively light touch regime in 

terms of industry support. 

While it looks as if the UK government will continue to support UK farming in the immediate period, it is also likely that after a while in some 

way, this will be at a reduced level. This was always going to be the case post the next round of CAP discussions, regardless of the decision 

to Brexit. 

Farmers, not least in the red meat sector, will at some stage in the future need to be able to farm and produce food without the levels of 

support they have historically received.  In this situation, identifying what might be seen as best practice from others in agri food would seem 

to make sense, and beginning to get to grips with this scenario now, rather than when it happens seems sensible too. 

The red meat sector in the UK has some really good operators in it across the supply chain. The challenges it is already facing, and will do 

so post Brexit, mean though that upping the game will be essential. Learning from others, both close to home and further away, will be all 

part of this. 

  

John Giles, Divisional Director, Agri Food, Promar International 
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