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Introduction 
 
My name is Jerry Grant, Managing Director of Irish Water, accompanied 
today by Eamon Gallen, General Manager, Katherine Walshe, Head of 
Asset Operations, Suzanne Collins,  Head of Corporate Affairs, 
Stakeholder and Media Relations and Michael O‘Leary, Head of 
Environmental Regulation. I will summarise our overall approach to 
managing emergency situations as it has evolved over recent years and 
we appreciate this opportunity to do so. 
 
Irish Water has developed incident management procedures based on 
international utility best practice, including a coordinated Crisis 
Management Team (CMT) structure supported by the key disciplines of 
Technical, Customer, Communications and Public Health teams. The 
main focus is to mitigate the risk and impact of service failure on 
households and businesses. This approach was influenced very early on 
by the learnings arising from Storm Darwin in 2014, has been developed 
over the years and continues to evolve today with the most recent lessons 
learned from recent Storms Ophelia & Emma.  
 
It is based on an Incident Management Framework which sets out the 
governance structure and approach to the operations and management of 
incidents. This Framework brings together the key management and 
technical capability available in Irish Water. It leverages off best industry 
practice and the shared knowledge gained by working closely with Local 
Authorities.  
 
Coordination is the key to effective incident response, both internally 
within Irish Water, through appointed Incident Liaison Officers with the 
relevant local authorities and single points of engagement with key 
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stakeholders like ESB, HSE, EPA, etc. As we have gained experience in 
these situations, we recognise the value of utilising the local knowledge of 
elected members and community groups. Effective linkage to the National 
Emergency Coordination Committee (NECC) is of enormous value in 
national emergencies. 
 
In support of the Incident Management Framework, Irish Water has in 
place a full-time Operational Planning and Emergency Management 
function. This team has developed the procedures, runs regular ‘dry runs’ 
and has responsibility for pre-planning for extreme weather, pollution and 
critical asset failure events. This includes, the structures, processes and 
resourcing to manage a crisis, including emergency response capability. 
For recent Winter events, a key consideration was that chemical stocks 
and other critical supplies were replenished ahead of the emergency. 
 
At the heart of our response is the customer relationship, with a particular 
focus on vulnerable customers. Working closely with the HSE and 
community groups, Irish Water endeavours to limit the impact on 
vulnerable customers and wherever possible seeks to provide water 
supply alternatives. Irish Water endeavours to keep Customers informed 
through its various communication channels, at national, regional and 
local levels with the best information it has to hand to mitigate 
inconvenience. This is a significant challenge during emergencies, when 
events are unfolding and response teams are faced with unpredictable 
circumstances. 
 
Process Review & Continuous Improvement 
 
An essential part of the Incident Management Framework is the 
requirement to carry out post incident reviews. These reviews look at how 
procedures were followed and identify where improvements can be made 
to service delivery during incident conditions. Some examples of recent 
improvements include the creation of a Supplier Framework for the 
provision of standby road tankers and the emergency provision of bottled 
water and 1 tonne containers held in central locations for dispatch 
nationally. These improvements were identified as a result of the incident 
in Staleen (Drogheda/East Meath) last year and were implemented during 
the recent Storms Ophelia & Emma severe weather events. 
 



 

3 

 

In severe weather events, power outages to treatment plants have caused 
significant issues. Supported by the National Emergency Control Centre, 
Irish Water works very closely with ESB Networks to track outages and to 
understand when these areas can be brought back online. This close 
working relationship with ESB Networks has enabled Irish Water to 
prioritise sites impacted by power outage, coordinate generator 
deployment where outage is prolonged and to advise households and 
businesses of likely timings for supply restoration with greater confidence. 
 
Building Resilience across Water Services 
 
Irish Water services suffer failure from a variety of events, but the 
magnitude and impact is materially influenced by the condition of the 
assets, the vulnerability of critical assets and degree of redundancy 
available. A key element in our strategy, therefore, has to be risk 
modelling and identification of critical assets to be upgraded. Single points 
of failure (key pumps, pipelines electrical) are being assessed and works 
prioritised to increase resilience in the services. This process will take 
many years and involve large capital investment, but will gradually deliver 
greater service reliability. 
 
A key programme underway nationwide is the replacement of high burst 
frequency pipelines which have disproportionate impact on communities 
served. Another major initiative is the development of a national Telemetry 
system which provides data on remote assets to the National Control 
Centre. Access to immediate real-time data like water production rate, 
reservoir levels, trunk main flows, etc, will greatly enhance the 
effectiveness of the Crisis management function, during emergencies in 
future years. 
 
 
Brief Summary of Major Events 
 
Storm Darwin 
This was a very significant storm event in early 2014, featuring extreme 
winds and impacting primarily the south-west & west. Irish Water 
mobilised its Crisis Management Team and coordinated across the local 
authorities involved, with a primary focus on power failure and the efforts 
by ESB Networks to restore power to critical sites. Coming so early in the 
life of Irish Water, it tested our early procedures but proved very 



 

4 

 

worthwhile in establishing a crisis response capability, while achieving a 
creditable outcome in terms of coordinated recovery. 
 
Staleen Water Treatment Plant 
This event related to the failure of a major pipeline which shut down the 
supply to over 70,000 population in south Louth and east Meath for up to 
1 week (22nd to 27th July, 2017), based on sudden failure of a critical asset 
with no warning.  
 
The challenge arose from the prolongation of the outage when the 
conventional repair systems failed and bespoke manufactured specials 
had to be procured. While the company and our local authority colleagues 
in both Louth & Meath County Councils worked flat out to address the 
technical, community and communications challenges, this event 
identified some key gaps and learnings which have stood us in good stead 
subsequently.  
 
For example; 

 The scale of the outage and the nature of the pipe failure with its 
attendant risks were not escalated sufficiently quickly to central 
Crisis Management Team (CMT) to provide for ‘worst case’ 
communications and emergency response planning. 

 In the circumstances, given the failure of the available repair 
equipment (3 repair attempts over the weekend), the actual duration 
of repair and recovery could not have been fore-shortened, but it is 
likely that the communications would have set more realistic 
expectations. 

 The experience led to a number of significant measures including 
national review of critical assets likely to need special repair 
solutions, procurement of strategic availability of emergency 
response capability (tankers, 1 tonne containers, 5 litre containers 
and dedicated technical liaison officers in each local authority for the 
duration of the crisis). 

 A key focus of the post incident review was on communications. 
While this was extensive and included regular press statements, 
media briefings and interviews, it was hampered by availability of ‘up 
to the minute’ status information and a degree of confusion due to 
multiple data sources (Irish Water & Local Authorities). This has 
been significantly addressed by: 
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o Ensuring that the CMT, local Incident Team, Customer and 
Communications participate together in CMT update meetings at 
every stage ahead of briefings 

o That the central communications team and CMT chairman are 
solely responsible for the subsequent statement which is 
delivered to all channels simultaneously 

o That elected members are always briefed directly at each stage 
and have access through the Local Representative Support Desk 
(LRSD) service to channel all feedback & queries which is 
accessible to CMT. This has become an important avenue of 
local engagement and recognises the community connectivity of 
Oireachtas & Local representatives. This ensures that 
information validated centrally can be effectively distributed 
locally. 

o All spokespersons are Irish Water personnel fully briefed and 
trained for the role. 

 
Since this incident, the replacement of the Staleen rising main has been 
approved and will shortly go to construction, while both the treatment plant 
and pumping station are being fully revamped, to be fit for purpose for 
such a critical scheme, with combined value well over €20 million. 
 
Storm Ophelia 
This major event from 14th to 18th October 2017 was an extreme wind 
event, estimated at return period of 50 years which was well flagged and 
treated as a national scale emergency. At its peak, supplies to over 
109,000 people were affected. Irish Water developed its contingency 
plans and integrated all of our efforts with the NECC, which proved 
extremely effective in overall coordination of stakeholders and 
communication. Irish Water benefitted from the structures and processes 
put in place following the Staleen incident which enabled effective 
customer engagement and communications at central & regional levels. 
 
Nevertheless, Storm Ophelia caused major damage to power supplies in 
particular, with impacts nationally though the most severe damage was in 
the south east and south. Despite this, Irish Water managed a very 
successful emergency response and recovery programme, which restored 
services within a couple of days, working through its 3 regional crisis 
teams. Key areas for consideration post Storm Ophelia was a review of 
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generator strategy for all major assets and reinforcement of the 
emergency supply capability. 
 
Storm Emma 
Storm Emma was a very significant snow-storm event which was again 
designated as a national emergency and which affected supplies to well 
over 500,000 people with many others “at risk” for periods offered similar 
challenges to Storm Ophelia during the weather event, but accentuated by 
access challenges to key infrastructure (and to isolated communities) and 
by the post event supply deficits due to water wastage /leakage (Greater 
Dublin, Wexford, south Leitrim, west Galway, east Meath, west Cork), 
while supplies were compromised on quality (with restrictions on use) in 
parts of Wexford, Waterford and a specific kerosene contamination in 
Fethard, County Tipperary. 
 
This event was a very severe test of the company capability, its resilience 
and the stamina and resilience of key staff due to its severity and the 
duration of the crisis for Irish Water (delayed recovery). Nevertheless, the 
performance demonstrated a further improvement in effectiveness and 
public engagement, evident from the consistency of communication and 
delivery, stakeholder and direct customer feedback.  
 
Conclusions 
Irish Water has demonstrated the value of the national utility in achieving 
effective management of major emergencies of historic proportions in the 
last 6 months. This capability has been enhanced with the experience of 
each successive event and it is central to the process that post incident 
reviews are conducted after each event and continuous improvement is 
made. This is critically important given the state of the infrastructure and 
the scale and duration of the investment challenge to bring the asset base 
to a reasonable standard (€15 billion), pending which large scale service 
failure is unavoidable from time to time.  
 
This capability is based on constantly updated Contingency & Risk 
Management processes, integrating technical requirements, emergency 
response & recovery, communications, customer needs and safeguarding 
public health which is a primary risk when services are compromised. Irish 
Water will continue to work very closely with the NECC and major 
stakeholders so that national emergency situations continue to be 
managed optimally. 


