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Opening Remarks 
 
We would like to thank you, Chair, for inviting the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) to discuss 

the implementation of the National Mitigation Plan and to assist with your deliberations. At the end 

of this opening statement, we would be happy to answer any questions in relation to this issue.  We 

are also very happy to make available any additional information to your Committee and to follow up 

with the Committee on any issues that we are unable to deal with satisfactorily at today’s meeting. 

 

As you are aware, the EPA is an independent statutory body, established in 1993, with a wide range 

of responsibilities including regulation of large scale industrial and waste facilities, monitoring and 

reporting on the state of the environment, overseeing local authorities’ environmental 

responsibilities, coordinating environmental protection research in Ireland and radiological 

protection.  

 

The main statutory roles of the EPA in relation to the issues being discussed today and in support of 

the implementation of the National Mitigation Plan are: 

 

 Compiling and reporting national greenhouse gas and air pollutant inventories and projections 

for Ireland; 

 Managing the implementation of the EU Emissions Trading Scheme in Ireland; 

 Coordinating and managing environmental research on behalf of the State including research 

on climate change; 

 Supporting the implementation of the National Mitigation Plan and National Adaptation 

Framework; 

 Provision of secretariat support to the National Climate Dialogue (in development); 

 Provision of secretariat support to the Climate Advisory Council; and 

 State of the Environment Reporting. 

 

In our most recent State of the Environment Report we looked in some detail at the issue of climate 

change and also conducted an assessment of the interrelationships between environment and the 

transport, energy and agricultural sectors. Copies of this report have been provided to your 

Committee.  While this report pre-dates the National Mitigation Plan, its overall findings in relation to 

climate change remain valid and relevant. The key findings for the energy, transport and agriculture 

sectors are included in the Supporting Information. 

 

The EPA welcomes the publication of the National Mitigation Plan and is actively supporting its 

implementation through the actions assigned to the organisation and through our broader climate 

change roles. All of these activities support delivery of the ambitious targets and objectives for 

decarbonising our economy and society by 2050 that are set out in National Climate Policy Position.  

The EPA also welcomes the recently published National Adaptation Framework (NAF), which provides 

the framework for actions to manage the consequences of climate change, and the National 

Development Plan which includes a range of commitments aimed at supporting the transition to a low 

carbon and climate resilient society and economy.    
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KEY POINTS 
 

1. Overall greenhouse gas emissions trends in Ireland are increasing, making Ireland’s long-term 
decarbonisation goals ever more difficult to achieve. In 2016, the latest year for which we 
have information, Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions increased by 3.6% following a 
substantial increase in 2015. Significant increases were observed across all the main sectors 
returning emissions to 2009 levels.  
 

2. Agriculture emissions increased by 2.7 per cent. The most significant drivers are higher dairy 
cow numbers which reflects national plans to expand milk production. Dairy cow numbers 
have increased by 22 per cent in the last four years while greenhouse gas emissions increased 
by 8 per cent over that time. This shows that agricultural production has gained some 
efficiency over this period but that we have some way to go before full decoupling. 
 

3. Transport emissions have increased by 4.1 per cent in 2016 and over 13 per cent in the last 
four years. This is driven by economic and employment growth and shows no sign of 
abatement in the short term. The increased use of diesel more than offset a decline in gasoline 
and biofuel use in 2016. 
 

4. Energy industry emissions increased by 6 per cent in 2016. However, more recent information 
for 2017 from the EU Emissions Trading Scheme shows a reduction in power generation 
emissions in Ireland, largely driven by the use of less coal and peat and a greater use of 
renewable energy. These changes demonstrate a move in the right direction for the necessary 
transformation in Ireland’s energy system. 
 

5. In relation to compliance with national commitments under the EU’s Effort Sharing Decision 
(2013-2020), 2016 saw Ireland exceed its Annual Emission Allocation for the first time, 
requiring the use of surplus Allocations from previous years. 
 

6. Looking to the future, EPA, in collaboration with other State Agencies, publish a future outlook 
for greenhouse gas emissions out to 2035 on an annual basis. We are currently working on 
updating these projections for publication over the coming months. However, the trends and 
risks highlighted in last year’s publication, from April 2017, indicate that greenhouse gas 
emissions are projected to increase strongly as economic growth takes hold. 
 

7. Those figures showed that Ireland will not meet its 2020 EU greenhouse gas emission 
reduction targets with the current range of policy measures and is not on track in terms of 
achieving the ambitions set out in our National Policy Position. It is important to note that the 
further away Ireland is from its 2020 targets, the more difficult the compliance challenges in 
the following decade are likely to become. 
 

8. If we are to realise Ireland’s National Policy Position and our aspirations to transition to a low 
carbon economy, then all measures in the National Mitigation Plan need to be implemented 
to put Irelands emissions onto a sustainable trajectory. This will take planning, investment and 
time but can be achieved in the overall framework of national, EU and global commitments. 
 

9. Turning to the National Mitigation Plan itself, the EPA is lead for action 11 (annual research 
report), joint lead with DAFM on action 78 (research on carbon neutrality), joint lead with 
DAFM and Teagasc on action 90 (sequestration and land-use change international projects) 
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and a stakeholder in actions 4, 8, 9, 14, 18, 77, 80 and 81. The Table in Appendix 1 of this 
statement provides a brief update on progress on each of these actions.   
 

10. The EPA notes the living nature of the National Mitigation Plan and the importance for Ireland 
of all stakeholders getting behind its implementation.  There is a need for an increased sense 
of urgency about transitioning away from our dependency on fossil fuels but also a need to 
make sure that the necessary time and space is given to making the correct large 
transformational decisions that are required to be taken and that they have broad societal 
support.  
 

11. The EPA notes the wide ranging and cross-sectoral and societal nature of the challenges facing 
us with climate change.  The type of transformational change needed is not easy – we are 
setting out on a course that will change the entire nature of our energy system by moving 
away from its high dependency on fossil fuels. 
 

12. The three actions in which we have been assigned either lead or co-lead status are all in the 
research and knowledge area.  For action 11, the EPA will, through the National Climate 
Research Coordination Group, which we coordinate, publish an annual report on climate 
research with the first report to be published in 2019.  The report will pull together a summary 
of all climate related research being undertaken in the State and will help ensure that all State 
funded research is supporting the overall implementation of the National Mitigation Plan and 
National Adaptation Framework and the transition to a low carbon and resource efficient 
society and economy.  Actions 78 and 90 are both about improving the overall knowledge 
base about carbon neutrality and the role of land management in helping reduce overall 
greenhouse gas emissions.  The 2018 EPA research call will include a call for research to 
support the elaboration of what is meant by the concept of carbon neutrality from an Irish 
agriculture and land use perspective (see Supporting Information for more details about 
carbon neutrality).   
 

13. The EPA will have a strong supporting role for action 8 (i.e National Climate Dialogue). We are 
in the process of establishing a secretariat to support the work of the Group that is advising 
on the development and implementation of the national dialogue on climate change.  
Sanction has recently been received by the EPA for three posts for the secretariat and the 
process of filling these posts has commenced.  In the meantime, the EPA is providing some 
support to DCCAE and the Group to get a number of initiatives up and running.  The date of 
the first regional meeting of the National Climate Dialogue has been set for 23rd June in 
Athlone.  The EPA is also supporting the work of the Advisory Group to the Climate Dialogue.  
This group is Chaired by Ms Elaine Nevin of EcoUnesco.  The national Climate Lecture series is 
co-branded with the government as part of the Dialogue process. Our next lecture is on May 
15th 2018 when we will welcome Lord John Krebs to present a lecture on “Tackling Climate 
Change: Rhetoric or reality?”.  In addition, the EPA has supported the training of local Climate 
Champions who would be available to communities to discuss climate change challenges 
(delivered through the Cool Planet Experience group).  The EPA is also engaging with a number 
of communities nationally who are leading out on Climate Change transition conversations 
(see Appendix 2).  The huge challenge of engaging the public on climate change and motivating 
action is not to be underestimated and will require long term processes of engagement and 
knowledge transfer.       
 

14. The EPA is assisting local government with the establishment of the new regional local 
authority climate action offices that are to be located in Dublin, Cork, Kildare and Mayo.   
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15. The EPA notes and welcomes the inclusion in the recently published National Development 
Plan of significant planned investment in transitioning to a low carbon and climate resilient 
society (objective 8 of the Plan).  The EPA also welcomes that the Plan identifies that ‘the 
delivery of the investment priorities, building on the approach set out in the National 
Mitigation Plan, would represent a step change in Ireland’s performance in relation to climate 
action objectives delivering a significant reduction in carbon emissions over the period to 2030 
as compared to the baseline ‘no policy change’ position.’ It is now essential that the necessary 
preparations and planning takes place to convert the aspirations of the National Development 
Plan into concrete actions and this should mean that we start to see real progress towards 
achieving the National Policy Position targets, which in time should then be reflected in the 
national inventories and projections published by the EPA.  
 

16. The EPA also notes and welcomes the recent refresh of national research prioritisation by the 
Department of Business, Enterprise and Innovation, which places a significantly greater focus 
on both the challenges and opportunities arising from climate change, sustainable 
development and the transition to a low carbon and resource efficient economy and society.  
There is a real opportunity for Ireland to become a leader in this transition as the world starts 
to move away from fossil fuels and to adapt to the already unavoidable consequences of 
climate change.  
 

17. We are building for the future and it is important that the foundations are well built with the 
right investment decisions being made about issues such as electrifying public transport, 
changes to the grid to facilitate non-fossil electricity production and distribution, deep retrofit 
of our housing stock, expanding the production of renewable energy and changes to land 
management to facilitate carbon neutrality and our land becoming a net sink for carbon.  
These are big societal changes and citizen support and buy in for these changes is also critical.  
The National Dialogue, building on the work of the Citizens Assembly, can play an increasingly 
important role in facilitating what can be very difficult conversations about change where 
individuals or communities feel threatened by those changes but these changes are only going 
to be possible if there is widespread societal and community support for them.   
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Supporting Information 
 
Climate Change – Some Context 
 
The headline findings from the EPA’s most recent State of the Environment Report were: 
 

 Climate change is the defining environmental issue of our time; 

 Ireland’s environment is generally “good” - but there are serious underlying signals of 
concern; 

o While the worst of the worst of our rivers have improved, we have lost the best of 
the best 

o Localised problems such as poor air quality and water pollution are masked by 
national figures 

o Species such as the corncrake and curlew are almost extinct in Ireland  

 A good quality environment supports our health and well-being; 

 Environmental protection legislation keeps us safer and healthier and needs to be 
implemented. 

 

Seven key challenges were identified in the report:  

 Recognition of the benefits of a good quality environment to our health and well-being; 

 Accelerating mitigation actions to reduce greenhouse gas emissions and implement 
adaptation measures to increase our resilience in dealing with adverse climate impacts; 

 Improve the tracking of plans and policies and the implementation and enforcement of 
environmental legislation to protect the environment; 

 Implement measures that achieve ongoing improvements in the environmental status of 
water bodies from source to sea; 

 Protect pristine and wild places that act as biodiversity hubs, contribute to health and 
wellbeing and provide sustainable tourism opportunities; 

 Integrate resource efficiency and environmental sustainability ideas and performance 
accounting across all economic sectors; and 

 Inform, engage and support communities in the protection and improvement of their 
environment. 

 

 

The key messages in relation to Energy, Transport and Agriculture from EPA’s State of the 

Environment report are shown below. 
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State of the Environment – Key Messages for Energy, Transport and Agriculture 

 
Scale of the Challenge to 2050 

 
The figure below illustrates the scale of the challenge facing us as a country. The National Policy 
Position requires a reduction of at least 80% in carbon dioxide emissions from electricity generation, 
transport and the build environment relative to emissions in 1990.   
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Current projections, based on the additional measures scenario out to 2035, indicate a slight increase 
in overall emissions compared with 2016 levels. As the graph illustrates, there was an overall reduction 
in emissions from 2008 to 2014 and had this rate of reduction continued we would have been on track 
to meet the 2050 target. However, with the improving economic situation we are now seeing a 
reversal of that trend and it is of critical importance that we get the overall direction of travel back on 
track, albeit in a manner that will also allow for economic and social progress. This means fully 
exploiting the many opportunities connected with the transition to a low carbon and resource efficient 
society and economy. 
 
Approaching Carbon Neutrality 
 
Land use can either be a source or a sink of carbon dioxide and effective land management can provide 
significant removals of carbon dioxide from the atmosphere.  This is at the heart of the issue of carbon 
neutrality for agriculture, forestry and land use.  The National Policy Position for 2050 commits Ireland 
to an approach to carbon neutrality in the agriculture and land use sector, including forestry, that does 
not compromise capacity for sustainable food production. 

Achievement of this will require strategic planning and management, building on our knowledge base 
and learning from experience.  For land management, it will require actions to maintain and enhance 
existing carbon sinks in forestry and certain grasslands, and actions to reduce or eliminate emissions 
for other land uses such as from drained wetlands. Management of carbon stocks in soils and biomass 
which protect the climate system and enhance resilience to climate impacts will need to be a part of 
mitigation and adaptation planning for rural Ireland. 

However, as things stand, land in Ireland is a net source of carbon dioxide, as illustrated in figure 
below. The figure illustrates the scale of the challenge that exists. On the positive side, forestry is an 
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important and potentially increasing carbon sink. However, there are currently significant carbon 
losses from land due to grassland on drained organic soils and drained wetlands (including peatlands).  

 

Steps are required to address these losses as part of a process by which land management becomes 
an active sink for carbon-dioxide and protects carbon stocks in soils. Advancing initiatives such as “4 
per mille” which was launched at COP21 which aims to increase the carbon content of soils by 0.4 per 
cent per annum can play a part in this.  However, we need to invest in systems to inform, measure 
and verify these in Ireland, in Europe and globally. Ireland can lead in this area but enhanced 
management of soil carbon in one land use must not be offset by poor management in another.  

In working out the national approach to carbon neutrality, it is crucial that all lands, including wetlands 
and peatlands are included. Otherwise, the picture will be incomplete.  Working out what is meant by 
carbon neutrality and putting plans in place to move towards such an approach is now a major 
challenge for Ireland and the agricultural, forestry and land use sector but one in which Ireland can 
take a leadership role.  The EPA will be actively supporting this work through its research, assessment 
and reporting programmes. This will include addressing gaps in our understanding of land use issues, 
for example in terms of mapping, using satellite imagery and other remote sensing techniques to track 
and measure changes and developing a better understanding of regional variation.   
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EPA Research Programme 
 
The EPA Research Programme is organised around three pillars: climate, water and sustainability, all of 

which have strong connections with and support for sustainable agriculture, forestry, land and the 

marine use.  

The overall aims of the EPA Research Programme are to: 

 Identify pressures by providing assessments of current environmental status and future trends 
to identify pressures on our environment; 

 Inform policy by generating evidence, reviewing practices and building models to inform policy 
development and implementation; and 

 Develop solutions by using novel technologies and methods that address environmental 
challenges and provide green economic opportunities. 

 
The EPA Research Strategy 2014-2020 identified several priority areas requiring national concerted 
actions that are of relevance to the wider climate change issues under consideration by this Committee, 
including: 

 Informing Ireland’s transition to a low-carbon climate-resilient environment, society and 
economy, and meeting national and international targets in this process. 

 Developing integrated approaches and growth opportunities through management of the 
challenges that arise from climate change, water quality and other environmental issues. 

 Understanding environment–health interactions, including risks from emerging chemicals and 
novel materials, while highlighting the benefits to human health of a clean and well managed 
environment. 

 Developing a better understanding of how individual and collective behaviour can either help or 
hinder progress towards a low-carbon, resilient, resource-efficient economy and society. 

 Furthering the knowledge base on the role of the natural environment, its resources and 
ecological limits, and our understanding and protection of ecosystems and their role in sustaining 
the economy and human wellbeing. 
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Appendix 1 – EPA responsibilities arising from the National Mitigation Plan 
 
There are 106 Actions specified in the NMP and these each have identified Lead and Stakeholder 

Departments and Agencies; including specified timelines.  

The EPA is identified as either Lead, Co-lead, Stakeholder or implied1, in 15 of the Actions (Table 2).   

EPA are Lead on one Action, and co-lead on two Actions.  Action 11 – for which EPA is Lead - requires 

an annual report from the Climate Research Coordination Group.  This is a multi-agency and multi-

Departmental group coordinated by EPA to assist management of Climate Change research in Ireland.   

Action Detail 
EPA Role 

LEAD Co-LEAD Stakeholder 

4 
Prepare a report identifying fossil fuel subsidies in 
place for consideration by Government. 

  X 

7 
Address the just transition as part of the National 
Dialogue on Climate Action. 

  X 

8 
Implement the National Dialogue on Climate Action 
on a two-year pilot basis 

  X 

9 
Develop proposals to establish regional climate 
action offices to coordinate Local Authority response 
to Climate Action 

  X 

11 
Annual report from National Climate Research 
Coordination Group X   

12 
Reporting on Climate related expenditure through 
Exchequer 

  X 

13 
Prepare a report for Government on options for non- 

Exchequer sources of financing for climate measures 

in advance of Budget 2019 

  X 

14 
TRAM to support ongoing development and 
implementation of the National Mitigation Plan 

  X 

18 
Carry out an interim review of the Offshore 
Renewable Energy Development Plan (OREDP) 

  X 

77 

Continue the work of the cross departmental and 
agency working group established in 2016 to further 
improve the monitoring reporting and verification of 
agricultural abatement options in the inventory to 
enhance transparency of agricultural and land use 
actions 

  X 

78 

Undertake research to further elaborate the concept 
of carbon neutrality from an Irish agriculture and 
land use perspective, to include a number of 
scenarios 

 X  

80 
Progress the cross departmental working group to 
analyse the feasibility of including Wetland Draining 
and Rewetting in the national inventory 

  X 

81 
Continue engagement at EU and international levels 
to ensure ambition and transparency of agricultural 

  X 

                                                           
1 Implied – i.e. where the Actions specify national ‘Agencies’ as stakeholders. 
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Action Detail 
EPA Role 

LEAD Co-LEAD Stakeholder 

and land use pledges is enhanced in line with the 
objectives of the Paris Agreement 

82 

Undertake research to evaluate abatement actions 
across the areas of Climate, Air, Water and 
Biodiversity to develop an integrated abatement 
strategy and cost curve. 

  X 

90 
Continue to engage with international projects for 
investigating sequestration and land-use change such 
as the GRA and the French Initiative “4 per 1000”. 

 X  

 

Progress update April 2018 
 

Action Progress 

4 Being led by DCCAE with a report due in 2019 

7 
Led by DCCAE and facilitated by EPA.   An Advisory Group chaired by Elaine Nevin of 
EcoUnesco, and including representative of all the social pillars, are tasked with advising on 
the process.  There have been four meetings of the advisory group to date.  

8 

A work plan has been developed.  Plans are underway to host the first Regional meeting of 
the National Dialogue for Climate Action in Athlone on 23rd June.  EPA also received 
sanction to recruit staff to run this national engagement programme. See also Appendix 2 
for further detail on a number of engagement activities. 

9 Funding for four regional offices announced by the Minister in January 2018 

11 EPA leading through National Climate Research Co-ordination group, see main text 

12 DPER and DCCAE to lead development of methodologies in 2018 

13 DCCAE leading with D/Finance, NTMA and others. Expected to report by Budget 2019 

14 
TRAM group operational and meeting regularly with the EPA actively participating. TRAM 
continues to provide funding to build modelling capacity.  

18 DCCAE launched a mid-term review of OREDP in October 2017 

77 
Continued co-operation between the relevant Departments and agencies. One concrete 
outcome were improvements made to the Agricultural Inventory announced in November 
2017 

78 
2018 Research call will include call for projects leading to a greater understanding of 
Carbon Neutrality  

80 
DCCAE is leading on progressing the analysis through a cross-departmental/agency 
working group, to which the EPA contributes. The EPA is also working with relevant 
partners from the perspective of improvements to LULUCF reporting 

81 

Ireland is supporting the work of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change in the 
preparation of a special topic report on land-use.   The decision by the IPCC in 2016 to 
provide a special report on climate change and land which also addresses issues of 
agriculture and food production was strongly supported and welcomed by Ireland. Ireland 
has also hosted the scoping meeting for this report and has offered to host a Lead Author 
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Action Progress 

Meeting (LAM) during the writing and review process.  The Chairs of the IPCC Working 
Group III, who are leading on the production of this report, have requested that Ireland 
host the third LAM meeting in September of 2018.  DCCAE and DAFM are also involved in 
this activity. 

82 
The EPA continues to work with DAFM and Teagasc to ensure that appropriate data is 
collated to ensure that abatement actions can be accounted for in greenhouse gas and air 
pollutant reporting. 

90 
The EPA continues to support relevant international projects aimed at better 
understanding of Agriculture and Land-Use emissions and sequestration. This is also an 
ongoing focus of EPA commissioned research, referred to under action 81 
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Appendix 2 – EPA Climate Dialogue Engagement 
 
As part of the its Climate Dialogue engagement, the EPA is supporting a number of projects aimed at 

engaging communities and raising awareness of Climate issues among the general public. Some 

examples include: 

COOL PLANET 

The overall aim of the Cool Planet Champions Project is to enhance local climate change education 

nationally through personal connection between trained local champions and their communities, 

including schools. The objectives of the proposed work programme are as follows: 

1. Develop a resource pack for Irish climate communicators, including professionally designed 

PowerPoint presentation covering climate science and solutions within an Irish context. 

2. Train and mentor 26 Cool Planet Champions (one per county) across Ireland to be able to provide 

climate talks in their local communities. 

3. Develop an online, updated resource portal for all affiliated climate educators in Ireland to be able 

to access.    

CLIMATE LECTURE 

The EPA regularly hosts Climate lectures, an example of which was the Chris Rapley Climate Lecture 

‘Communicating Climate Change – Why so Difficult?’,  which was specifically co-branded as a 

Dialogue event. See previous and planned lectures here:  

http://www.epa.ie/climate/communicatingclimatescience/climatechangelectureseriesandpresentati

ons/#d.en.42758  

The next lecture is on May 15th 2018 when we will welcome Lord John Krebs to present a lecture on 

“Tackling Climate Change: Rhetoric or reality?” 

TRALEE TRANSITION TOWN 

Transition Kerry – Working towards a sustainable, low carbon, resilient community.  Ten years ago 

Transition Kerry asked the question ‘What will Tralee look like in the year 2030?’ because they 

recognised that ‘climate change changes everything’. To mark ten years of working on transition in 

Kerry, they delivered a public gathering on Saturday November 11th 2017 in Tralee, where they 

asked (and debated) ‘What kind of future do we want to create for Kerry?’ and ‘How do we create 

community solutions to the challenges of climate change?’ 

http://www.epa.ie/climate/communicatingclimatescience/climatechangelectureseriesandpresentations/%23d.en.42758
http://www.epa.ie/climate/communicatingclimatescience/climatechangelectureseriesandpresentations/%23d.en.42758

