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PRESENTER – PAT KENNY

Ducks feet, ducks tongues, delicacies among the Chinese communities in London, Paris, Hong Kong, but it might surprise you to know that huge quantities of these essentials in Chinese cooking are now being supplied by an Irish firm in Emyvale in Co. Monaghan and they have just won a major award for their work.  Valerie Cox has been to Silverhill Foods to find out more. 

REPORTER - VALERIE COX

Yes Pat, this is an amazing story, which began more than forty years ago, with just a few farmyard ducks, in the hands of Lyla and Ronnie Steele and it could have been turkeys or chickens, because they finally decided on ducks, even though Lila said she wasn’t too keen, because they are more trouble than chickens.  Now the thing is that Silverhill use every single bit of the duck, except the quack and even that’s under consideration.  Lyla Steele….

LYLA STEELE – SILVERHILL FOODS 

You can use every part of the duck, there is practically no waste, the duck meat of course and then we cook some of it and we sell the feet to Hong Kong and China and the tongues go likewise to London, Paris.  We have a feather reclaiming factory, where we wash and scald the feathers and grade them into the various down, types of down and feather and down.  We make duvets, we make pillows. 

VALERIE COX

Forty years ago, did you ever envisage it getting so big?

LYLA STEELE 

No not really, but I think we just grew at the demand, we grew with it.  And we have a unique breed, we haven’t sold any of our breed to any other duck company. 

VALERIE COX

What are they?

LYLA STEELE

Silverhill we call it. 

VALERIE COX

And you bred this particular duck yourself. 

LYLA STEELE

Yes, and we had a lot of people looking for…particularly people from China.  The Chinese are the experts in ducks of course.  And if you notice every Chinese restaurant uses duck, take away’s everything. 

PAT KENNY 

Now intriguing list of uses there Valerie, even the feathers are a buy product. 

VALERIE COX

Yes the feathers and the down, now I visited their feather plant and that’s like stepping into a giant snow storm, although that’s kept behind glass of course.  Now the Managing Director of Silverhill, Stuart Steele and Meave McFadden told me what was going on. 

STUART STEELE – MANAGING DIRECTOR OF SILVERHILL

Basically we are sorting the feathers, taking the down out and everything like that.  So separating it out. So at the end of the process you will have pure down and at the start of the process you would have the quill feathers and things like that. 

VALERIE COX

This is the end product it’s like cotton wool. 

STUART STEELE

It is indeed, that’s the real pure down and it’s very, very good in duvets, ski suits things like that. 

VALERIE COX

This is the end of the process, where all of the down has been made into duvets and things, tell me about that. 

MEAVE McFADDEN – SILVERHILL FOODS

Well basically we use pure down to make our duvets and then we use the feather and down makes for cushions and seat cushions.  We also make pillows in both. 

VALERIE COX

So where do you sell these?

MEAVE McFADDEN

Well basically we sell them to interior designers, retail, hotels, a number of different type of businesses. 

VALERIE COX

Is this the top of the chain in terms of duvets and pillows?

MEAVE McFADDEN

The pure down is top of the range.  Most people…what most of the duvets you get to see are a feather and down, which is basically they have more feather than down.  But this is one hundred percent, it’s pure down, which is the most luxurious type of duvet that you can buy. 

PAT KENNY

The height of luxury.  But on the other side of things, I believe that even ducks slurry has been made into a valuable resource.

VALERIE COX

Now can you imagine the sheer quantity of slurry being produced by around eighty thousand ducks a week.  What they have done here is to develop the worlds first all inclusive ducks slurry recycling plant and they have just picked up a Thermal Energy Award from Sustainable Energy Ireland for that.  Now it took years to develop, but what it means in laywoman’s terms is that, the solids are cooked and turned into pellets which are sold for fertiliser and the liquids produce electricity, green energy.  Now it is a bit more complicated than that.  I visited the slurry slight with the Environmental Manager, Ray McEvoy and Stuart. 

RAY MCEVOY – ENVIRONMENTAL MANAGER SILVERHILL FOODS

The plant we have designed here in Silverhill, is pretty much the worlds, as far as we can see the worlds first all inclusive slurry treatment plant.  There are a number of different stages in the plant itself and I suppose the end product from what we are endeavouring to do will be a marketable pelletised fertiliser on one side and the remainder will be treated completely through our existing waste water treatment plant.  In the tanks you see in front of you Valerie, they are what are known as anaerobic digestion tanks.  We will be generating a bio-gas there and from that bio-gas basically we will be generating electricity and heat. 

VALERIE COX

And Ray, do ducks produce a lot of pellets?

RAY MCEVOY

The numbers and volume of ducks we have on this site, leads to approximately eighty thousand tons of liquid manure a year.  So this site here would be pretty much the largest single site, slurry generating area I suppose in the country as far as we can see. 

VALERIE COX

Now we are looking a very special machine here Stuart what is it?

RAY MCEVOY

Basically it’s a large filter press that we also use vacuum and steam on.  The slurry would flow into this, we would then filter press it, a matter of hours later a cake like material would fall out, that we would then pelletise.  The liquid that comes out of this, we would then send into anaerobic digesters and it goes through the process, anaerobic digestion and we would get the green energy associated with that out of it. 

VALERIE COX

So is there anything going back to pollute the environment?

RAY MCEVOY

Definitely not damaging the environment.  What we are actually doing is giving an all inclusive solution to one of the biggest waste management problems that currently exist for agricultural businesses in the country. 

VALERIE COX

So could this be expanded, I know they produce more, but could it be expanded to cows for example?

RAY MCEVOY

Very much so, the separation is applicable to cows and pigs.  Our ducks slurry would be extremely similar to pig manure.  So the system is extremely versatile and could be expanded in many ways. 

PAT KENNY

That’s very interesting, high-tech solutions everywhere.  But what about the breeding of the ducks, is there technology there to?

VALERIE COX

Now this is very interesting Pat, when the ducks are ready to be dispatched, the breeding manager Jim Harvey looks over the ducks and he chooses the best for their breeding stock.  Now this bit is unbelievable.  He puts the potential mammy duck into a class which they designed themselves and he gives it an ultra sound examination. 

JIM HARVEY – BREEDING MANAGER

….an expert in ducks, he is checking the birds to make sure that they are first of all sex, and then what he thinks feels good with breast meat and everything like that.  Then what we do we take the bird, it has a natural parting of hair there, we use baby oil of all things and then it’s very much like a lady getting a pregnancy test, except an ultra sound scan is used.  We then look at the cross section on the screen of the bird, you can see the heart beating there and at that stage, we would measure the fat levels and the breast levels, to ensure that, that meets our next generation of products aswell.  

VALERIE COX

So how is this duck doing?

JIM HARVEY

Well this duck is doing very well and I think we will keep it and you know it’s a duck because it’s quacking, male ducks don’t quack. 

VALERIE COX

Really. 

JIM HARVEY

Yes, it’s only the female ducks make noise. 

PAT KENNY

Sometimes Valerie, I think you give me too much information!, but I’m happy to know that only female ducks quack.  No waste on the duck at all, but of course the main news, never mind the feathers and all of that is for the table.  How do Irish people generally feel about duck?

VALERIE COX

Irish tastes have changed dramatically over the years, mainly through travel and eating out in Chinese restaurants.  Now the retail manager Fergal Mahon and the financial director Marian Donnelley, told me about the difference in Irish tastes over the years. 

FERGAL MAHON – RETAIL MANAGER

Duck years ago, many years ago was a traditional product and an awful lot of older farmers and a lot of older people would have even…but now we found that Ireland has become a lot more cosmopolitan and there is a lot more people are travelling, they are trying new things, new types of food.  So we found that the growth in the duck industry, has in the last few years, because people have been travelling, has really, really taken off and we feel that we are ideally placed to move forward with that, with all the new ideas that we have and new types of products that we have. 

VALERIE COX

And why do you think it has caught on so well?

MARIAN Donnelley – financial director

When I joined in 1972, duckling, you could only get duckling in very specialised restaurants. But since that it is in every restaurant it was also only ever in dinner menus, but now it’s on all lunch menus, all the Chinese restaurants that are opening up in the country, has just increased peoples awareness of duck and it has become very popular. 

VALERIE COX

Now you also produce Halal (pho.) ducks for the Muslim community. 

MARIAN Donnelley

That’s correct and that’s a market that is actually growing and growing, we just finished an exhibition in London in the mid March and we had a lot of halal inquiries from that.  So that’s another market opening up for us. 

VALERIE COX

Now this isn’t like coast Newcastle, what are you up to?

FERGAL MAHON 

Basically we are trying to produce duck in the best way possible. 

VALERIE COX

But you are selling it to the Chinese. 

FERGAL MOHAN

We are indeed yea, the Chinese market is one of our most important markets, for example in China Town in Paris, London, all the ducks with the head on hanging up in the window are all our ducks from Emyvale in Monaghan. 

VALERIE COX

Now tell me about the Hong Kong market. 

FERGAL MAHON

Well the Hong Kong market is very exciting, over there nothing is wasted in the duck, they would eat every single different part of the duck.  We export feet to Hong Kong where it’s eaten in various different ways like stir-frys and everything like that. 

VALERIE COX

And what about the heads?

FERGAL MAHON

The heads we would export aswell, aswell as the tongues, the tongues are another very delicious part of the duck. 

VALERIE COX 

And why are the Chinese importing ducks from Monaghan.  Like you’d imagine they would have enough of their own. 

FERGAL MAHON

Yes, but our duck, the breed is very unique and special and always, we are always getting inquiries for to be able to bring our ducks over there. 

PAT KENNY

The reason why we went up there the first place, people might wonder is, that they got an award, it was an award from the Irish Food Writers Guild, which was sponsored by the Guaranteed Irish Organisation, what was that all about Valerie. 

VALERIE COX

Well the Irish Food Writers Guild Awards are now in their twelfth year, now they are quite unique.  No one can actually enter, the products are nominated and Silverhill won for the consistent quality of their ducks and their imaginative approach to the development of the whole enterprise. The award was sponsored by Guaranteed Irish, which is celebrating its twenty first anniversary this year and the Director of Guaranteed Irish Tom Ray, told me about the changes which have happened in Irish manufacturing over those years. 

TOM RAY – DIRECTOR OF GUARANTEED IRISH

There were over five hundred and twenty foot ware and clothing companies in Ireland back in 1984, today we don’t have any.  But I’m delighted to say that we have got other companies that have replaced those companies and one of them is the one that we are with today. 

VALERIE COX

What sort of companies have replaced them?

TOM RAY

There is always new companies coming along, new people with new ideas, we have a lot of people in the food industry, we have a lot of people now, which is our big area is service and people are providing services to companies.  And they want to identify themselves as, their names may be slightly in non Irish, but they want to identify themselves as an Irish company and our symbol can do that for them.  We have a criteria that we expect people to apply to.  But the thing about it in the past, is that people supported Irish because the main issue was jobs and if they didn’t support buying Irish the possibility that their children didn’t have work.  But thankfully we have full employment right now.  And what we are more interested in, in saying to people, you should look at the Irish product because it is surviving because it is quality.  And promoting Irish excellence is really what we are at and those companies are surviving in a very, very competitive country from right around the world.  And we are delighted to say that we are stronger and stronger than ever at the moment in Guaranteed Irish, our symbol is now spreading…can be seen and people are using it in different ways, they are using it not necessarily on all of their products, but they are using it on their stationary, using it on their promotion material and on their website. 

VALERIE COX

Now in terms of EU competition law and other EU legislation, does the EU not mind us calling ourselves guaranteed Irish?

TOM RAY

No because we in fact are a promotional symbol.  We don’t have any other purpose other than promoting and identifying companies as Irish.  One of our major companies would be for instance one of the pharmaceutical companies, one of the largest companies and we asked them why do they want our symbol and they said look, we have been here thirty years, we have served our apprenticeship, we are paying our taxes and you know we are delighted that there are those companies who want to be, even though the are multinational, they want to be associated with Ireland.  And we have no problem because…it’s a promotional symbol we are not governed by anybody in that situation. 

PAT KENNY

And that’s Tom Ray of Guaranteed Irish and a final word Valerie. 

VALERIE COX

I think Pat the final word has to go to the duck….
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