
 
Joint Committee on Communications, Climate Action and Environment.   

1 
 

 
Paddy Hayes, Managing Director, ESB Networks  
Paul Mulvaney, Executive Director, Customer Delivery, ESB Networks  
Claire Quane, Network Operations Manager, ESB Networks  

 
ESB Opening Statement 

10.07.2019 
 

Thank you, Deputy Naughton, for the opportunity to appear before the Committee this afternoon to 
address the matters raised recently on television in relation to ESB Networks operations.  
 
ESB has always been a company that strives to do the right thing.  
 
For over nine decades we have worked in and with communities enabling development and better 
standards of living.  
 
Over that time, we have evolved our work practices, adopted new technologies and dealt with the 
legacy of older technology in a proactive way.  
 
Notwithstanding the fact that in recent years we have made significant progress in relation to the 
safety and environmental issues raised, we recognise that we can do more. 
 
So I would like to address a number of the significant matters raised in the recent programme and 
my colleagues and I will then be happy to provide any further information and answer questions 
from the Committee. At the outset, I note the Cathaoirleach’s ruling regarding the discussion of HR-
related matters. My colleagues and I intend to abide by this ruling during this session. 
 
ESB Networks 

The 3,000 staff of ESB Networks install, operate and maintain the electricity distribution system and 
install and maintain the electricity transmission system. We use our network of over 180,000 
kilometres of overhead and underground lines and cables to connect and provide services to 2.3m 
customers; in homes, farms and businesses throughout the length and breadth of Ireland. 

Our role is connecting people and businesses to the electricity they need.  We work on behalf of the 
people of Ireland. We are part of ESB and are therefore state-owned.  

ESB Networks’ Role in Climate Action  

ESB Networks has a key role supporting the National Development Plan and now the National 
Climate Action Plan. We work to create a brighter future for the communities we serve and lead the 
transition to a low carbon future powered by clean, renewable electricity.   

This involves connecting more renewable generation so that 70% of electricity comes from 
renewables by 2030, and ESB Networks aims to connect a further 600MW of renewables this year. 
Our role is also to distribute that clean electricity to facilitate the decarbonisation of heat, transport 
and industry. All the while ensuring that the electricity network is safe, environmentally sound, 
secure and affordable, for our customers, our economy and our future. 
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Fluid Filled Cables  
 
Without wanting to minimise the challenges relating to legacy fluid filled underground cables, it is 

important to appreciate that they were, for many years, the technology of choice for high voltage 

electricity networks in cities all over the world. While ESB installed the last of these cables in 1989, 

they continue to perform very well electrically. However, this leaves ESB, along with the many 

worldwide utilities operating city networks, with the ongoing challenge of managing fluid filled 

cables for many years to come, albeit fluid filled cables now make up less than 1% of Ireland’s 

underground cable network.   

 

It is important to point out that the fluid is an essential component of the electrical insulation of the 

underground cables in question and is readily biodegradable. Notwithstanding this, it is important to 

minimise and eliminate the leakage which can occur, for example, as a result of damage from 

construction activity, ground movement, deterioration of the outer covering, or the intrusion of tree 

roots.   

 

We have taken many concrete steps to improve, and our current performance is comparable with 

that of our international peers. These steps include replacing almost 20% of these cables so far 

(thereby removing the source of 40% of the historical leakage), and investing in specialist detection 

equipment.  My colleagues and I will be happy to set out the other steps we have taken during the 

session. While our current rate of fluid leakage is in line with international comparators, we readily 

acknowledge that bringing forward these steps would have reduced the historical volumes of fluid 

used.  

 

We have reported the rate of fluid usage in underground cables  annually to our sectoral regulator 

the CRU since 2007. While we reported many leaks to the relevant local authority,  we readily 

acknowledge and accept that a greater and more systematic level of liaison with the relevant local 

and other statutory authorities in relation to cable leaks is appropriate.   

 

My colleagues and I will be happy to share with you the concrete steps that we have already taken in 

this regard. These steps include advising each local authority of the location and composition of fluid 

filled cables in their area, meeting local authorities to provide details of leaks, and the adoption of 

protocols for reporting and risk assessment.  
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SF6 Gas 
 
It is important to put ESB Networks use of SF6 gas in context.  
 
SF6 is a standard insulating gas used in switchgear all over the world. It is specified by the 
international manufacturers of modern switchgear because it’s properties make it particularly good 
at providing the insulation and arc suppression required to safely operate high voltage switch gear. 
 
ESB Networks and ESB Networks staff understand that SF6 is a powerful greenhouse gas and that 
scientists and switchgear manufacturers worldwide are looking for alternatives.  
  

At ESB Networks, we comply with the requirements of the EU F-gas directive and we have reported 

our annual usage of SF6 gas to the EPA since 2006.  

 
One of the characteristics of SF6 in switchgear is that a certain level of usage is expected.  The real 
challenges arise when chronic or persistent leaks occur on or within critical, arterial switchgear, 
leaving decisions to be made between switching out sections of the network to repair or replace 
long lead-time equipment, or topping up the SF6.   
 
We readily accept that, until 2019, ESB Networks’ SF6 gas usage was higher than peer comparators.  
 
A key factor in this has been an issue with HV switch gear at our Moneypoint Transmission 
substation. Now that this switchgear has been de-energised and replaced, our SF6 usage will be 
significantly lower. 

  

 
  



 
Joint Committee on Communications, Climate Action and Environment.   

4 
 

Safety Culture 

ESB has, over many years, invested in an open culture which encourages employees to identify and 
report any safety issues or potential safety issues they become aware of. In particular, 
we encourage the reporting of  near misses, good catches, potential deficiencies and 
opportunities for improvement across our business. We believe that these are a leading indicator, 
increasing people’s involvement in safety and cumulatively reducing the likelihood of injuries.  

ESB Networks has over 3,000 highly trained and very committed employees who, between them, 
raised over 4,500 good catches in 2018. We acknowledge and appreciate the commitment of all 
those who openly raise safety suggestions, believing this to be the key to continuous improvement.    

For example, the decision to replace the hand-held propane gas blow-torch referenced in the RTE 
television programme actually came about as a result of our employees identifying issues and 
reporting incidents in their use. After an appropriate and detailed review process, the old models 
were withdrawn and were replaced with a different model.  

We believe that the significant and sustained year-on-year increase in recording and discussing 
employee observations, suggestions and good catches is evidence of an open and supportive safety 
culture striving for continuous improvement and aiming to achieve an incident and accident free 
workplace. 

Having worked through a major safety improvement plan which was completed at the end of 2018, 
all parts of ESB Networks are now engaged in a safety culture transformation programme called Safe 
and Sound involving all, managers and staff alike, in proactively identifying and implementing safety 
and wellbeing solutions. 
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Speaking Up.  
 

ESB has a very clear policy on speaking up. We provide comprehensive supports for employees 
speaking up, including a 24 hour confidential helpline that can be accessed by phone or on-line and 
an opportunity to directly contact ESB’s Group Internal Auditor.  The policy is consistent with the  
provisions of the Protected Disclosures Act and explicitly calls out that “the company will not 
tolerate any penalisation of any person who makes a Protected Disclosure”.  
 
When near misses, good catches or concerns are raised in ESB Networks they are initially recorded, 
they are allocated a risk rating and considered by local managers and the safety team for 
investigation or action with a level of priority determined by that risk rating.   
 
We have a well-resourced safety organisation which audits, reviews and supports safety 
performance and any incidents and issues raised in the normal course of our daily operations. Our 
Safety Management and Environmental Management systems are audited and accredited to OHSAS 
18001 and ISO 14001.  
 
ESB Networks is an open organisation. The issues highlighted in the RTE television programme had 
been identified as part of our safety and environmental  reporting systems and many had already 
been the subject of internal review, investigation and action.   
  
On receipt of the disclosures from the Department of Communications, Climate Action and the 
Environment, any concerns raised that had not already been investigated within ESB Networks were 
recorded and then assigned for investigation in accordance with our policy. These investigations 
have now been completed and were carried out by people with the appropriate expertise from 
areas of ESB outside of ESB Networks or by using external specialist expertise where appropriate. 
 
These investigations have led to the identification of some opportunities for further improvement, 
some gaps that need to be closed (such as the previously reported requirement for improved and 
structured liaison with local authorities and other statutory bodies in relation to fluid filled cables) 
and, in some cases, the requirement for further analysis or benchmarking.   
 
At the request of ESB‘s Chief Executive, we are also commissioning an external review of the 
potential for environmental impact of ESB Networks’ operations to ensure that our internal 
assessments are comprehensive.  
 
We also understand that risk assessment in relation to multidimensional safety or environmental 
challenges is not straightforward and involves judgement. So also does the determination of the best 
approach or actions required to resolve a safety concern and the relative priority and importance of 
those actions and the appropriate timeline for resolution. While this can result in differences of 
opinion, ESB Networks has a comprehensive and collective process for the assessment of risk and 
the prioritisation of opportunities for improvement. We are now reviewing our approach with a view 
to expanding this process further.  
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Dublin City Network Security  

Finally, I would like to address aspects of   security and reliability of the Dublin city network raised in 
RTE’s programme. 

The Dublin City electricity network, including the underground fluid-filled cables in question, is 
designed, configured and operated to provide a high level of security and reliability typical of any 
capital city.  My colleagues and I will be happy to address the comprehensive technical basis for this 
with you.  

 The whole high and medium voltage network is  monitored 24x7 in real time using a modern 
Operations Management System which allows power to be rerouted to minimise disruption should 
any fault occur and to maintain the network operation within the correct voltage and loading 
standards.  

Accordingly, customers in Dublin, whether domestic or business customers, enjoy a reliable, resilient 
and high quality electricity supply.  
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Summary 

In summary, ESB has always been a company that strives to do the right thing.  
 
Throughout our history, we have evolved our work practices, adopted new technologies and dealt 
with the legacy of older technology in a proactive way.  
 
Notwithstanding the fact that in recent years we have made significant progress in relation to safety 
and environmental performance, including the issues raised, we recognise and acknowledge a 
number of areas where we could and should have done more, and we recognise opportunities for 
further improvement into the future.  
 
I hope that I have addressed a number of the significant matters raised in the recent programme and 
provided some context.  

My colleagues and I will be happy to address any questions that you may have on these or any 
relevant matters. 

Thank you.  

 

ENDS 


