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Chefs say we need to raise the bar in Irish pork production
Euro-toques National Food Forum & Fair, the Whole Hog, takes place in Brooklodge Hotel, Macreddin, Co, Wicklow.

At an event in Wicklow today Euro-toques, an organisation representing almost 200 of Ireland’s top chefs, said that the standard of pork production in Ireland is poor and that the current production system threatens food security.
The forum entitled ‘The Whole Hog; re-examining how we rear, kill and eat pigs’ brought together chefs, farmers, food producers and regulators to look at alternatives or improvements to large-scale intensive pig farms. Euro-toques’ aim was to address challenges and barriers to better pork production and support small-scale outdoor producers. At the same time they hoped to encourage large-scale commercial farmers to see the market potential for higher end pork products with the potential of a better return for the farmer. 

Euro-toques recently carried out a survey amongst its member chefs which revealed that:
· 88% were not happy with the quality of pork generally available in Ireland; rating lack of taste as the no.1 problem

· 88% also had concerns about commercial production; citing feed and GMO use as the greatest concerns, followed closely by animal welfare issues.

· 100% of the chefs said they would be willing to pay more for better quality pork

· The feature they are most willing to pay for is better taste, followed by outdoor/free range, local and GM-Free production.

“What our chefs have told us is that most of the pork available is bland and uninteresting and many of them don’t feature it on their menu at all, as people don’t seem to want it”; 
Commented Feargal O’Donnell, Commissioner-General of Euro-toques and Head Chef at Wineport Lodge near Athlone, 
“It is pity as pork and bacon are very traditional in Ireland and should be something to be proud of. Our chefs want a product with better taste and a better story; a story which includes quality feed, local production and high animal welfare standards”.
Currently, the vast majority of pigs are reared indoors, kept in huge numbers in close confines and fed only dried meal. About 90% of the Irish pigmeat is processed in 3 large plants, which means the industry is highly concentrated and processors have a lot of power. Euro-toques argues that this system results in generic, poor quality meat and will ultimately lead to another food scare like the dioxin crisis last December. 

The panel of speakers included pig farmers from the UK, Italy and Ireland who argued in favour of smaller scale outdoor systems where pigs can live a more natural life. 
Organic Farmer Helen Browning from Eastbrook Farm in Wiltshire, England and Policy Advisor with the UK Soil Association, made the case for outdoor and organic rearing of pigs, and advised on various systems which can be used to improve pig welfare and quality. Compassion in World Farming Ireland argued at the event that indoor farms in Ireland are not in line with European regulations on animal welfare and that conditions must be improved. The organisation has recently lodged a complaint on these grounds against the Department of Agriculture to the EU.
“We really need to change the system and go back to old ways if we want to improve quality and food security. This was really brought home to all of us small people in the industry by the dioxin crisis”, 
Said fourth generation pork butcher Ed Hick from Dun Laoghaire, a panellist at the forum, 
“There was a time, not long ago, where every town had its own abattoir. The butcher knew the farmer who reared the animals, the butcher killed and processed them, the customers knew and trusted the butcher. This is real ‘traceability’. This is what Euro-toques chefs are looking for”.
Ultimately, Euro-toques says, this all means that farmers need to get more for their pigs so that they can produce to a higher standard and that the power needs to be taken out of the hands of large processors.
“The chefs have said they want outdoor reared or organic pigs and this will mean paying more, possibly a lot more. But for large-scale commercial farmers just a few cent more could make a huge difference and allow them to raise standards. This does not have to translate into a big hike in the supermarket price. What is does mean is that farmers need to get a bigger cut of that price”, concluded O’Donnell.
Minister Trevor Sargent made the opening speech at the forum and said that market opportunities were arising from greater awareness of animal welfare issues and demand for local produce. “Speciality pig rearing including organic pig meat production has huge potential not just for the Irish market but the demand from Germany and other export markets is clear”, he said.
The day also including a Food Fair, supported by Bord Bia, with over 40 producers and the Pig Village, featuring producers of free range and artisan pork products and a spit-roast pig. Brooklodge and Gold River Farm’s own organic pigs were on display in the woods.
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For further information and interviews, please contact Ruth Hegarty on 087 7989474.
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Further quotes and speech notes will be available.

 
Notes to the Editor: 
 
ABOUT EURO-TOQUES
Euro-Toques was established in 1986 in Brussels as a guardian of European culinary heritage and as a lobby group addressing the concerns of Europe’s top chefs about food quality and the future of food. The organisation has almost 200 members in Ireland including Neven Maguire, Kevin Dundon, Ross Lewis of Chapter One Restaurant, Darina Allen, Derry Clarke of L’Ecrivain and Guillaume LeBrun of Restaurant Patrick Guilbaud.
www.eurotoquesirl.org 
Speakers & Panellists

TREVOR SARGENT TD

Minister of State in the Department of Agriculture, Fisheries and Food with responsibility for Food & Horticulture.

HELEN BROWNING OBE

Organic Farmer & Policy Advisor for the Soil Association UK/

Ms. Browning tenant farms a 1,350 acre organic mixed farm in Wiltshire, which she took over in 1986 and gradually converted to organic. In the late eighties she established Eastbrook Organic Meats which sells to supermarkets and runs a home delivery business. She later established the ‘The Flying Pig’ outdoor catering venture and recently took over the running of the local village pub. Eastbrook Farm currently includes 220 British Saddleback sows and an average of 1800 pigs at any one time, which are fully integrated with the arable system. They finish between 3000 and 3500 pigs per year. 

She is renowned as an industry leader and a substantial contributor to both the organic sector and the debate on the way forward for food and farming in the UK. In addition to being a Policy Advisor, and formerly Director of Food & Farming, for the Soil Association, she is chair of the England Animal Health And Welfare Implementation Group and the Food Ethics Council. Previously she was a member of Government Panel on Sustainable Development (UK), the Meat & Livestock Commission and the UK Government’s Policy Commission on the Future of Food & Farming (‘the Curry Commission’) 

JOHN PAUL & TJ CROWE

Farmer & Butcher, Crowe’s Farm, Dundrum, Co. Tipperary.

28 year old John Paul Crowe is from Dundrum in Tipperary He has a passion for agriculture and the environment. After completing his leaving certificate at Doon CBS John Paul studied agriculture in Rockwell College, then received a Certificate of Safety and Health in UCD, followed by a Diploma in Safety and Health in University of Limerick and then achieved a Diploma in Speciality Food Production in UCC. All through his studies, John Paul has been farming the home farm and has now converted it to a fully certified organic farm. He farms a mixed farm of mainly beef and pigs and on a smaller scale crops and sheep. He believes a good mixture of enterprises is key to a vibrant organic farm. John Paul works in conjunction with his brothers TJ and Eamonn of Crowe’s Farm Artisan Meats in the marketing of there range of products.  John Paul has appeared on television and many newspaper articles mainly to do with his venture into organic pig production.

Tj Crowe is a second generation pork butcher at Crowe’s Farm in Dundrum Co. Tipperary and runs the processing end of the enterprise. He has 13 years experience in the day to day running of his abattoir and processing and a lifetime of growing up beside one. Along with being a producer he is also a very keen consumer of delicious pork treats.

ED HICK

Fourth generation Pork Butcher, J. Hick & Sons, Dun Laoghaire, Co. Dublin

Ed Hick is a fourth generation pork butcher in the still family-run J. Hick & Sons in Dun Laoghaire. He has been involved in the business since about the age of 5 – or “since he was old enough to stand on an upturned bucket unattended”. Ed describes himself as a micro-producer, turning out speciality pork products using ‘slow’ artisan methods. Ed is also a market stallholder and has been trading in the Temple Bar Market since its inception ten years ago. He is also on the steering committee of the Irish Food Market Trader’s Association and was actively involved in the campaign to maintain market rights in towns throughout Ireland. He has been an active member of Slowfood since 1998 and is also a member of the Associated Craft Butchers of Ireland.

MASSIMO SPIGAROLI

Chef/Owner, Farmer, Artisan Producer, Antica Corte Pallavicina, Parma, Italy

Massimo Spigaroli is the owner, with his brother Luciano, of the Antica Corte Pallavicina near Parma in Italy and their family restaurant Al Cavallino Bianco nearby. Massimo is first and foremost a chef, but is now also a hotelier, farmer and artisan food producer, as well as having many official roles.

Massimo had made a name of himself as a chef by the age of 16 and at 22 he was already teaching at a School of Hotel Management. Much of the produce in his restaurant comes from their own land where Massimo farms his large herd of free ranging pigs, along with geese, cattle, vegetables and crops. From his old breed pigs Massimo produces a large range of renowned cured products, including Culatello, which is thought of as the most prized of all salumi, or cured meats.15 years ago the 15th century palace of Pallavicino, which had been tenant farmed by his grandfather in the early 1900s, went on the market and Massimo and Luciano gathered all the money they could find to buy it. They have recently renovated it to its former glory and opened it as a small hotel and ‘agri-turismo’. 

Over 10 years of Massimo’s life were spent dedicated to finding and reviving the native black pig if his region and re-launching the Culatello di Zibello cured pork product which had been made by his forefathers. These two things are probably the most remarkable of his many successes and indeed he has become known as a world authority on rare breed pigs and curing. In fact, Prince Charles has entrusted his own Large Black and Tamworth pigs to Massimo’s care, to help him develop cured meat products from these.

Massimo is president of the consortium of Culatello di Zibello producers and of Euro-toques Italy.

EVAN DOYLE

Managing Director Brooklodge, Euro-toques Food Committee member,
 Chair TASTE Council.
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