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Implications for Ireland of the Withdrawal of the UK from the EU in Regard to the Edu-
cation and Research Sector

Acting Chairman (Senator Michelle Mulherin): As the Chairman, Senator Richmond, is 
not available today, he has asked me to be the temporary Chair.  Is that agreed?  Agreed.

We have received apologies from the Chairman, Senator Neale Richmond, and Senators 
Niall Ó Donnghaile and Ian Marshall.  I remind members to ensure their mobile phones are 
switched off.  This is important because it causes serious problems for broadcasting, editorial 
and sound staff.

I welcome representatives from Science Foundation Ireland and the Irish Universities As-
sociation here today to update the committee on the implications of Brexit for the education and 
research sector and preparations for Brexit.  This is an important sector for Ireland and I know 
members of the committee are interested in our guests’ assessments.

Before we begin, I have to remind everyone of the rules on privilege.  Members are re-
minded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they should not comment 
on, criticise or make charges against a person outside the Houses or an official either by name 
or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

By virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by abso-
lute privilege in respect of their evidence to the committee.  If they are directed by the commit-
tee to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and they continue to so do, they are entitled 
thereafter only to a qualified privilege in respect of their evidence.  They are directed that only 
evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and they are 
asked to respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not 
criticise or make charges against any person, persons or entity by name or in such a way as to 
make him, her or it identifiable.

I ask Professor Ferguson and Dr. Keating to make their opening statements.  I am sure com-
mittee members will have questions and comments thereafter.

Professor Mark Ferguson: I thank the Acting Chair and the members of the committee for 
the invitation to be here.  I have produced a written statement so I propose to give only a short 
summary to leave the maximum amount of time for questions.

Since I last appeared before this committee, Science Foundation Ireland has put in place a 
number of administrative arrangements between the UK and Ireland to foster bilateral collabo-
ration between the two countries.  Those arrangements are detailed in my statement and I will 
not go through them here, but in summary, all of the arrangements are in place.  We have made 
investments to stimulate those and what will be required is further funding to take forward those 
bilateral relationships.

There are few opportunities emerging from Brexit but one of them is the opportunity to re-
cruit outstanding people.  We have already been successful in doing that.  Recruiting outstand-
ing researchers is very important, not just for the academic sector but for the economy.  They 
are stars and attract companies, allow for collaboration with companies and build excellence.  I 
particularly single out the recruitment of Professor Seamus Davis, who is a joint appointment 
between the University of Oxford and University College Cork.  That is an opportunity to re-
cruit someone of an outstanding calibre.
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There will be further such opportunities and it is important that we take advantage of them 
because most of Brexit is about mitigating damage and there are relatively few areas in which 
we may gain some advantage.  Bilateral collaboration is important.

I would especially like to single out the necessity of doing things with Northern Ireland.  
There are no North-South collaborative research programmes.  There were previously, but they 
fell apart when the Northern Ireland Executive did because they were not a line item in the 
Northern Ireland budget and therefore the civil servants could not allocate the UK money.  We 
have submitted proposals to strengthen North-South research collaboration through centres.  
Those submissions are with the Irish and UK Governments and that is an important area for us 
to look at post Brexit.

My statement gives the committee the up-to-date data on the European programmes within 
Horizon 2020.  The high-level summary is that Ireland is on track to draw down more funding 
than we put in for the first time.  While that is good, approximately 10% of our collaborations 
are with the UK.  Should the UK crash out of the European Union without a deal regarding 
research collaboration, it will not be eligible for those programmes and we will have to look 
therefore at bilateral ways of collaborating with the UK.  The administrative arrangements are 
in there but the budget is not because, of course, they are currently paid for out of the EU budget 
and, in the future, after Brexit, they would have to be paid for by Ireland and the UK separately.  
That is another important issue to be looking at.

We strongly support the proposal from the British-Irish Chamber of Commerce to establish 
a UK-Ireland research and innovation fund.  We also hope that research and innovation will be 
covered in the contingency fund that was allocated in yesterday’s budget.  We are respectful of 
the fact that there are many small businesses and farms in Border regions that need to be pro-
tected but there are some things in the research and innovation space that also require attention.  
One or two of those, as I have outlined, are opportunities.

I will stop there and leave the maximum amount of time for questions.

Dr. Lisa Keating: I thank the Acting Chair and committee members for inviting the Irish 
Universities Association to come and speak today.  I will recap on the points in our statement 
about research and my colleague, Mr. Lewis Purser, will pick up on the education piece in par-
ticular.  A lot of what I have to say will reflect what Professor Ferguson has said.

Higher education and research are vital to the Irish economy and play a role in protecting us 
from global crises.  Ireland’s economic success is dependent on our capacity to compete glob-
ally in a fiercely competitive knowledge economy.

As Professor Ferguson has said, it is well recognised that our pool of high-quality talent and 
our capacity for innovation at a global competitive level is central to that achievement.  Uni-
versities are the engine rooms for the production and nurturing of talent and the cutting edge 
research and innovation that takes place therein.

In the early 2000s, Irish universities experienced an unprecedented investment in higher 
education and research that approached that of their competitors in Europe, and Ireland thrived 
on the global stage.  Two of our universities moved into the top 100 and, due to the work of Sci-
ence of Foundation Ireland and the Programme for Research in Third-Level Institutions, PRT-
LI, Ireland was ranked tenth in the scientific rankings, its first time in the top ten.  That period 
of investment in higher education was sufficient to guide us through the worst years of reces-
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sion.  Our highly qualified graduates, the knowledge transfer from research and development 
activity and the university-industry partnerships played a significant role in our knowledge-led 
economic recovery.

With the UK’s impending departure from the European Union, we are now faced with an-
other crisis in which higher education and research again have a significant role to play.  There 
are several challenges and threats, as Professor Ferguson outlined, but there are opportunities, 
too, in research and higher education, which is not often said in reference to Brexit.  One of the 
main challenges is that if the UK does exit without a deal, the impact on Horizon 2020 will be 
significant.  The UK is Ireland’s largest collaborator on research documents, with more than 
15,000 publications jointly held.  In the €80 billion research programme under Horizon 2020, 
it is our third largest collaborator.  There will be difficulties with the current projects we hold 
with our UK partners and in all future applications to Horizon 2020 and its successor, Horizon 
Europe.  In addition, we will lose the UK as a strategic partner in influencing the agenda for Eu-
ropean programme funding.  Overall, there could be a reduction in the amount of funding that 
is available as a consequence of the budget reductions that will be made under Horizon Europe.

One of the greatest opportunities arising out of Brexit is the possibility to attract and re-
cruit outstanding talent, not only from the UK but internationally.  While it is helpful that we 
are an English-speaking country, for many researchers and top academics, a national funding 
system that values basic and applied research and provides appropriate facilities for researchers 
is also key.  Several considerations come into play when researchers are considering moving 
their laboratories and small businesses to Ireland.  Unfortunately, the recent decline in rank-
ings and other indicators for the higher education sector means that Ireland is no longer seen 
as positively in some quarters as it was in the past.  In particular, it is viewed as inferior to our 
competitors in Germany, France and the Scandinavian countries.  This makes it more difficult 
to attract the top talent.

Along with the specific measures that Science Foundation Ireland and other funders and 
Government agencies have been putting in place, including bilateral agreements and specific 
actions, we are asking that in order to keep pace with our competitors, we do everything pos-
sible to achieve the national target of 2.5% of GDP for research and development.  We are par-
ticularly focused on the Exchequer element of that funding, that is, the amount of moneys that 
go through public funds into research and development through Science Foundation Ireland and 
other agencies.

Mr. Lewis Purser: I will elaborate further on some of the challenges and opportunities for 
the universities as we face into Brexit.  In the 2017-2018 year, there were almost 9,600 Irish-
domiciled students enrolled in UK universities, which is equivalent to the size of Maynooth 
University or two average Irish institutes of technology.  The UK has traditionally served as a 
safety valve for capacity issues in Irish higher education both in terms of our overall student 
numbers and in specialised fields of study where our domestic provision is limited or, in some 
cases, non-existent.  The figures decreased significantly in recent years due to the increase in 
student fees in England and Wales from 2012 onwards.  There has been an even more signifi-
cant decline since 2016, in all probability due to Brexit.  On the other side, in 2018 we had just 
over 2,500 students from the UK in Irish higher education, 864 of whom were from Northern 
Ireland.  We place particular value on North-South and east-west student mobility in the higher 
education sector.  However, these numbers have likewise decreased significantly since 2016.  
This year, applications from Northern Ireland students were down a further 18%, while those 
from students in Great Britain had reduced by an additional 13%.  Brexit has effectively wiped 
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out the gains we made up to 2016 in terms of increasing cross-border student mobility.  This is 
a huge challenge for Ireland strategically.  While the reduction in cross-border student mobility 
is exacerbated by Brexit, the UK’s departure from the EU will also have long-term detrimental 
effects on all-island co-operation, our social and economic interactions with our nearest neigh-
bours and general good neighbourliness across these islands.  That is a significant challenge for 
the future.

The IUA welcomes the Irish and UK Governments’ memorandum of understanding, MoU, 
signed in May this year, which guarantees that the reciprocal rights and privileges offered by 
the common travel area will continue after the UK leaves the EU.  Those rights and privileges 
include in the area of education and training, employment and so on.  However, that overarch-
ing memorandum was due to be followed up with a sectoral-specific memorandum between 
the two Governments which would ensure that Irish students who study in the UK in the future 
will continue to be subject to the same financial terms and conditions, including eligibility for 
grants and loans, as UK students, and vice versa for UK students studying in Ireland, including 
eligibility for Student University Support Ireland, SUSI, grants.  That sectoral MoU has not 
been finalised.  To address the associated uncertainty for students and their families, we request 
the select committee’s assistance in ensuring that the proposed sectoral MoU between the Irish 
and UK Governments on student fees and supports is finalised and signed as soon as possible.  
Failing that, the universities request that unilateral steps be taken by Ireland to guarantee that 
UK students coming here for the purposes of higher education, particularly Northern Ireland 
students, are eligible for free tuition and SUSI grants on the same terms as are Irish students.  In 
addition, students who are affected by Brexit in terms of fees and lack of grants should be prior-
ity recipients of the contingency Brexit fund that was announced yesterday by the Government.  
Their livelihoods and futures are directly affected, and it would be a suitable way of investing 
some of that money in the future of our young people.

The Irish universities are experiencing a healthy and welcome increase in demand from 
students in other EU countries, which is good for diversity on campuses and allows Irish stu-
dents to study and work alongside colleagues from different cultures, thereby preparing them 
for a diverse future.  However, these increases in EU applications alongside the reduction in 
the numbers of Irish students moving to the UK are likely to put further pressure on existing 
infrastructure in Irish higher education institutions.

While the broader impact of Brexit on the Irish economy is as yet unknown and could be 
very significant, it is highly likely that it will also have a detrimental effect on Exchequer in-
come and, hence, on the Government’s ability to fund public services such as higher education 
and research.  However, as Professor Ferguson and Dr. Keating outlined, in the most recent 
economic downturn, the knowledge-intensive economy was key to a rapid recovery.  The Gov-
ernment should protect and, indeed, boost investment in higher education and research in order 
to ensure the substantial economic and social dividends such investment is guaranteed to return 
in the medium to long term.

Brexit does present some opportunities for the higher education sector in Ireland.  It is re-
sulting in a greater number of European and international students applying to study in Ireland, 
as I outlined.  We have opportunities to expand Irish participation in the Erasmus+ programme, 
particularly if the UK is no longer such an active player.  There are large numbers of students 
from other EU countries who will seek to take a year or several years of their degree pro-
grammes in an English-speaking institution.  However, we come back to the problem of lack of 
capacity in a scenario where there are additional EU and non-EU students seeking to study here.  
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Given the ongoing healthy growth in domestic student numbers, any growth in the numbers of 
international students, many of whom are highly qualified and fluent in English, brings the risk 
of displacement of less competitive domestic students.  In order to overcome these capacity 
issues, we encourage the Government to put in place a sustainable funding model for higher 
education and to plug the funding gap over a series of budgets.

We thank the committee for offering us the chance to present a brief overview of the main 
challenges and opportunities raised by Brexit from the perspective of the Irish universities.  The 
issues we have outlined highlight the need for a sustainable funding model and a significant 
increase in Irish expenditure on research and innovation if we are to overcome the challenges 
that arise and capitalise on the few opportunities that are available.  We would be delighted to 
discuss these and any other relevant issues with the committee.

Acting Chairman (Senator Michelle Mulherin): Before I proceed to members, I have 
a couple of questions.  Mr. Purser mentioned a memorandum of understanding regarding the 
common travel area and student and staff mobility.  It does not currently have a basis in law in 
this country.  Considering the current uncertainty, is this enough reassurance for members of 
the Irish Universities Association or do we need specific legislation to provide for the educa-
tion and research sector in a no-deal scenario?  I know Mr. Purser talks about the outstanding 
need for a memorandum of understanding with regard to the financial treatment of students.  
Likewise, I presume we will need some legislation once that is in place.  On 31 October, what 
will happen to Irish students in Britain and British students here?  What will happen to people 
getting grants in the event of a no-deal Brexit?

Mr. Purser has described how much science and research in the UK and Ireland seems to be 
worked on bilaterally rather than through EU programmes such as Horizon 2020.  How does 
Mr. Purser envisage that Brexit could impact on bilateral Ireland-UK research programmes?  
Will Professor Ferguson describe the scope for Ireland to increase its collaboration with other 
European and international partners through European and bilateral programmes?

Mr. Lewis Purser: The Chair has raised an important point, that the common travel area 
does not, by my understanding, have a basis in Irish law.  It was built up from years of custom 
and practice.  I understand that as part of the Government’s Brexit preparations, some ele-
ments are prepared to be placed on a legal footing.  I do not know whether that will be entirely 
necessary to ensure normal mobility of individuals across these islands, but it might well be to 
ensure employment and residency rights.  With regard to students, we could, if and when the 
UK leaves the European Union, with or without a deal, unilaterally write UK students into the 
various Government schemes, such as the free fee scheme or the Student Universal Support 
Ireland, SUSI, scheme, which is renewed annually.  Our Government could do that.

The UK has committed to continue to fund European students, including Irish students, 
who are currently in UK higher education for the continuation of their studies.  I believe it has 
already issued a guarantee for students who might enter next year.  Beyond that, it is anyone’s 
guess.  The Irish Government has issued a guarantee to UK students who started this year for 
the duration of their normal study period of three or four years, but it is anyone’s guess from 
next year on.  This uncertainty makes it difficult for young people and their families to plan and 
it contributes significantly to the fall-off in student mobility.  It may need to be written into leg-
islation or into secondary documentation such as the SUSI scheme or internal documentation 
between the Departments of Finance and Education and Skills.  I imagine the latter is necessary 
but that is entirely within the gift of the Government.
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Professor Mark Ferguson: I can address the question on research.  If the UK leaves with-
out a deal, the UK Government has committed to fund the UK component of Horizon 2020 
and the existing European programmes.  If it honours that commitment, then those existing 
programmes should proceed to the end.  If the UK leaves the EU without being a part of the 
European research programmes, which would be the case if there was a no-deal Brexit then, 
going forward, it will not be an eligible partner.  That poses two problems.  The first is that 
Irish researchers need to find partners from other European countries, which is the nature of the 
Chair’s second question, and we are stimulating that.  For example, a couple of years ago, we 
opened the first Fraunhofer-SFI German research centre in Dublin.  We are busy building rela-
tions with the researchers, with Germany, Lithuania and so on.  It is essentially a substitution 
exercise for future European programmes.

It leaves the question of what will happen with bilateral collaboration between Ireland and 
the UK because the UK will no longer be part of those programmes.  We have put in place all of 
the administrative arrangements bilaterally, but the funding will have to increase significantly.  
To give a ballpark number, 10% of collaborations are with the UK.  Ireland’s drawdown under 
Horizon 2020 will be €1.25 billion, 10% of which is €125 million.  That is a rough number for 
the shortfall.  That is what currently funds the Irish component of those collaborations with the 
UK through our EU subscription.  It will no longer do that.  We will have to find that money for 
the bilateral collaboration elsewhere.  That is all in place, there is no further administration to 
do, and the programmes will survive a hard Brexit.  The money to do that is required and that 
will be a challenge because Ireland will also have to contribute more to the European budget.  
The Minister for Finance will have challenges because he will want to contribute to the Euro-
pean budget to deal with Brexit, and there is this issue too.

Senator  Joe O’Reilly: I welcome our three guests.  It is an extraordinarily important area 
of discussion.  Being from near the Border myself and involved in friendship groups etc., I am 
a strong exponent of North-South co-operation and interactions at all levels as a basis ultimately 
to create a united people and good working relations in the meantime.  It is disappointing to 
hear from Professor Ferguson that there are no North-South research collaboration projects in 
place at present because of the absence of an Administration in Northern Ireland.  It once again 
underscores the importance of putting the Administration back in place.  It is disturbing news.  
The only question I have arising from that is whether Professor Ferguson sees any potential to 
get around the absence of an Administration, although one would like to think that an Adminis-
tration will be established soon.

If I understood correctly, though I may not have and it would be fine to have this clarified, 
I think Professor Ferguson expressed alarm that the contingency funds cited in the budget for 
research and development in the Border region in the event of a no-deal Brexit could negatively 
impact on the national funding.  If I am wrong, please tell me.  My humble opinion there is that 
the two are surely one in many regards and this should not be an issue.  If there is a new discov-
ery or breakthrough in Monaghan Mushrooms, Lakeland Dairies or Glanbia in Cavan, they are 
part of the national canvas.  Will Professor Ferguson clarify that?

The question of cross-border student mobility is important and has been touched on by the 
Chair with regard to the practical areas of finance etc.  It is my view that, as a committee, we 
should strongly support the signing of those memorandums of understanding in our report and 
talks with the Minister, Deputy Coveney, to achieve seamless cross-border student mobility.  
The witnesses stated that Brexit could lead to an increase in students and academic staff coming 
to study and work in Ireland from other EU countries.  Does this raise capacity issues?  Have 
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Irish universities started to see an increase in the number of student and academic staff who 
might otherwise have gone to the UK?  What needs to be done at Government or sectoral level 
to prepare for this?  To what degree is this already becoming a reality?  Can this be quantified?  
How will we deal with this in future?

It is wonderful to have the witnesses here.  It is an exciting area and it must be the future.  
We have had so many examples of indigenous industries who have made great progress inter-
nationally through good research and development.  There is huge potential in this regard and 
as the presentations note, this is critical to attracting inward investment.  This has been one of 
our most important discussions in a long time. 

Professor Mark Ferguson: On North-South collaboration, I share the Senator’s concern 
at the lack of special schemes between Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland.  We have 
been busy trying to put those in place not only with the Northern Ireland Civil Service but also 
directly with Westminster.  It is possible, through UK Research and Innovation or the pro-
grammes which the UK may initiate post Brexit, that the funding for a Northern Ireland piece, 
particularly through its cities or regional deals, could flow centrally from Westminster as well 
as, or instead of, flowing through a Stormont assembly.  Those discussions are progressing.  
They are also progressing in Ireland.  There is uniform agreement.  Colleagues in the UK agree 
that it is a good thing to do.  There was a meeting of the nine university presidents across Ire-
land, the two universities in the North and all the universities in Ireland, and everyone agreed 
that it just needs to happen.  We are working on it.  We are working on the assumption that it 
could be a restoration of the Executive, which would be excellent, but we also need a plan B.  
Those two also could be compatible.

I apologise that I may not have explained the contingency funds properly.  In yesterday’s 
budget, the contingency funds voted to deal with the emergency Brexit issues do not include 
research and innovation and they should.  It is not about cannibalising any of the other issues; it 
is about just making sure that it is there.  I do have a sense of perspective; I know that there are 
really urgent issues which must be dealt with-----

Senator  Joe O’Reilly: Is Professor Ferguson sure?  In my recollection, I thought there was 
a specific reference in the Minister’s script to research and innovation or development.  

Professor Mark Ferguson: No, there is not.

Senator  Joe O’Reilly: I stand corrected.

Professor Mark Ferguson: That could be amended.  I do not think it is particularly dif-
ficult.  If it is an oversight, that is terrific because that is easy to fix.  I understand that there are 
other more pressing issues and we have a sense of perspective in respect of small businesses 
and so on.  I completely agree that innovation is important for small businesses.  The Senator 
mentioned Monaghan Mushrooms which, through its innovation in respect of vitamin D-en-
hanced mushrooms - which incidentally was funded through Science Foundation Ireland, SFI 
- has captured and recaptured much of the UK market, whereas many of its competitors have 
gone out of business.  That is a really important innovation.

My colleagues will speak on the student issue.

Dr. Lisa Keating: The Senator asked about the numbers of students moving, about which 
Mr. Purser will answer.  On researchers, approximately 30% of researchers in Irish universities 
are non-Irish.  We encourage that number to grow.  As we said before, Brexit is an opportunity 
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to attract in new talent, which is a positive thing.  However, Germany, the Scandinavian coun-
tries, France and Spain are doing the same.  They all also see this as an opportunity.  SFI has 
various programmes to attract the top talent.  In many cases, the initiative and mechanisms are 
there, as is the willingness of the universities and funders.  Our difficulty is the funding is not 
there to make it happen.  That is the challenge we face.  Attracting top talent in academics and 
researchers is one of the very few opportunities we have from Brexit.  That brings more in terms 
of European leveraged funding and then potential foreign direct investments, FDIs, are more 
interested in moving here and working here.

Mr. Lewis Purser: I thank the Senator for his question.  We have already seen a significant 
increase in demand from students from other European countries outside Ireland and the UK.  
In 2017, the first real year after the UK’s vote to leave the European Union, there was a 17% 
increase in applications from students from other European countries.  In 2018 that increased 
by a further 5% and this year, there has been a further 9%.  There has been a very significant 
increase in numbers.  That is great for Ireland and our universities and young people, as it brings 
a huge additional diversity on campus and adds both to the life of the campus and to interaction 
in academic programmes.  It increases the world view and the opportunities for Irish students in 
their future lives and careers.  However, as is well documented elsewhere, this increased inter-
est from European students is adding significantly to the domestic increases we already experi-
ence because of our very healthy demographic trends, coupled with the fact that year on year, 
our substantial numbers of students going to the UK are decreasing rapidly.  That all means that 
more and more good students want to study in Irish higher education.  We are now at a situa-
tion where the Government funding per student is just over 50% of what it was in 2008.  The 
universities have made up that shortfall through other income and mechanisms and the students 
themselves are paying significantly more in student fees in 2019 than was being paid in 2009.  
That is where the additional money is coming from.  The capacity issues are there in terms of 
capital spending for buildings, for laboratories, student supports and all the things that students 
need on the ground, such as residences and student accommodation.  The list is long.  If we are 
to successfully educate and train our own students and bring in a healthy mix of other European 
and international students, I am afraid that what we currently have is just not good enough.

Acting Chairman (Senator Michelle Mulherin): As other witnesses are coming in at 3 
p.m., is it agreed to group the questions?  Agreed.

Senator  Frances Black: The witnesses have answered many of my questions.  I will ask 
them to expand a little further.  I thank them for their presentations.  I have been listening to 
them and thinking what a disaster Brexit is.  Senator Craughwell and I attended a briefing this 
morning by Border Communities Against Brexit.  Their fears and anxieties are beyond the be-
yond.

Last week, my colleague Senator Higgins raised concerns about Brexit’s possible impact on 
joint research projects carried out by Irish and UK universities.  It is something about which she 
is very passionate.  I am a little confused, as this is an area with which I am not familiar.  Will 
the major research projects be cancelled if there is no deal?  Am I correct that this is what the 
witnesses are saying?  

Professor Mark Ferguson: No.

Senator  Frances Black: No, they will not be cancelled.  Vert well.

On the general data protection regulation, GDPR, if the UK becomes a third country after 
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Brexit, how will that work in terms of transferring research data from UK universities to Irish 
universities?  I am greatly concerned about the impact it will have on students.  It is great that 
the memorandum of understanding agreed in May 2019 covers the right to attend university.  
However, I am worried about fees.  How sure are we that people from Belfast will be able to at-
tend university in Dublin, as they can now, and not be charged international fees after a no-deal 
Brexit?  Similarly, the Erasmus programme was mentioned.  How will that be affected?  

The overarching issue here is the funding of higher education.  The OECD chart with which 
we were provided speaks for itself.  It is shocking to see how little we invest in research com-
pared to other countries.  I would like to offer my support to the witnesses’ call for a Cassells 
scorecard.  It is very telling that in 2019, there is a €138 million gap between what is needed 
and what is being provided.  The Government says that higher education is a priority.  It needs 
to show that with resources.  

Senator  Paul Daly: I welcome our guests and thank them for their comprehensive presen-
tations.  The combination of the presentations and the previous questions covers a lot of what 
I intended to ask about.  I would like to thank the witnesses for opening their statements by 
mentioning opportunities.  On this committee and outside of it we have all become accustomed 
to pessimism and negativity when we discuss Brexit.  It was refreshing that all the witnesses 
endeavoured to start out with opportunities, but unfortunately they concluded on negativity and 
problems.  I would like them to elaborate on those problems and to describe the feedback they 
get from deliberations with their counterparts in the UK and Europe.  The witnesses seem to 
have their homework done and all their ducks in a row where Irish issues are concerned.  They 
have highlighted where there may be problems.  What is the reaction on the British side of bilat-
eral communications that are held in anticipation of potential problems?  To get back to where I 
started my comments, do they see the same issues or are they stuck on the opportunities?  Have 
the witnesses encountered any problems in these communications?  Is the British side in denial, 
taking the opportunistic approach or thinking it will be all right on the night?  How have those 
discussions gone?

I presume Science Foundation Ireland has multilateral projects in which Ireland, the UK and 
other members of the EU 27 are equally involved.  If the UK leaves the EU in the morning, how 
will these projects be affected?  Turning to attitudes away from this island, how are the other 
members of the EU 27 approaching this and preparing for it?  Do they perceive it to be as big 
an issue as we do? 

Have universities noticed any difficulties in recruiting industries to their research partner-
ships?  Has there been any decline in the number of industries approaching universities because 
of the uncertainty we hear about in industry?  We hear that money and talent are available and 
there are potential opportunities for expansion but the companies are sitting on their hands be-
cause of the uncertainty Brexit has created.  Has that affected the universities’ joint programmes 
with industry? 

That is basically it.  This is somewhat repetitive but I would like to hear about the UK.  I 
know that to an extent what we read and see in the media is propaganda, but Ireland seems to 
be number one in the blame game in the UK.  Are the witnesses finding that in a professional 
capacity, or is it just media propaganda?

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: The witnesses were asked several comprehensive ques-
tions.  There is not much left for me.  I would like to thank them for telling us that there are 
opportunities.  This is the first group that has come before this committee and said that there 



9 OCTOBER 2019

11

are opportunities and we need to be looking for them.  That is vitally important to the country.

I am a little bit concerned when we start talking about Ireland as the English-speaking mem-
ber of the European community.  Last summer I spent some time at a conference in Georgia, 
in the Caucasus.  Everybody in the hotel I stayed in spoke perfect English.  English is widely 
spoken in all of those countries, as well as in Germany.  The only country that really hangs onto 
its language is France.  Perhaps that is a cultural thing; I am not sure.  On one hand I am a little 
concerned that we are using English as a marketing tool but on the other hand, it opens the door 
for people who are already fluent in the language to come here.

The Irish Universities Association referred to the accommodation problem and the growth 
in foreign demand for places in Irish universities.  I would respectfully suggest that if some 
of those studying in university took up apprenticeships, which might be more suitable to their 
careers, we might have a few more places.  If we ever achieve peer equivalence between univer-
sity qualifications and apprenticeships, we might solve some of the accommodation problem.  

In the last few days I listened to an interview about the investment in research in this coun-
try.  It might have been with Professor Ferguson.  This afternoon Professor Ferguson has fre-
quently made the point that there are so many other calls on the public purse.  The point made in 
that interview was that investment in research and development is an investment in the future.  
We seem to have failed to get that message across.  I did not see any provision for research in 
the €190 million that was allocated to further and higher education yesterday.  This budget was 
about marking time and trying to hold the horses at bay.  I do not see anything in it. 

Would North-South collaboration be taking place if there was an assembly in the morning?  
If the assembly fell apart in six months, would the collaboration collapse as well, or would 
continued collaboration on each project be guaranteed?  Bilateral agreements were mentioned.  
People in this illustrious establishment tend to get very uptight and hung up about the word “bi-
lateral” in relation to the UK and state that we do not do that sort of thing.  Could we enter into 
bilateral agreements under the auspices of the Good Friday Agreement, rather than as a rogue 
country stepping outside the EU 27?  I believe the Good Friday Agreement provides a vehicle 
by which we could have bilateral agreements.  I would be interested in the witnesses’ views on 
this. 

I was delighted to hear somebody say for the first time ever in this room that the common 
travel area is not underpinned by law in either the UK or Ireland.  Some of universities in Scot-
land offer free education.  I have sent several students to Scotland over the years.  Will they be 
treated as foreign nationals in a future arrangement?  If so, what sort of funding will this country 
have to provide in order to continue to send students to the UK?

I will throw one or two other issues in.  Professor Ferguson mentioned the recruitment op-
portunities, particularly the collaboration between the University of Oxford and University 
College Cork.  That is fantastic.  Will that type of collaboration between two different systems 
run into HR difficulties?  Will there be problems with pensions, which will be a vital issue for 
everybody involved?  How will we jointly fund the pensions for those who come across in those 
areas?

Finally, I was looking at the figures concerning research as a proportion of GDP.  It is ab-
solutely disgraceful that we are so far down the scale.  It is very hard to justify spending on 
research.  It is like advertising; 50% is vitally important for the future of the country.  I note we 
are slipping down the international scale.  That will impact the students coming to Ireland from 
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foreign countries, including from other European countries.  They want to be among the top ten 
institutions.  They want to go to the best universities.  We cannot be the best unless we attract 
what one of the witnesses referred to as “top talent”.  Unless we bring in the top talent, we will 
not bring in the understudies, that is, the PhD students who carry out this research. 

Foreign direct investment is a big concern in Ireland.  I sometimes wonder about it.  The 
other day I read the curriculum vitae of a person involved in a multinational company.  This 
person holds a masters degree and for all intents and purposes, her job is nothing more than cus-
tomer service over the phone.  Some of the IT companies are now saying they no longer want 
people with degrees as they can train their own people.  I perceive the foreign firms that invest 
here as consumers of our human capital.

How much engagement has there been with them on research and development, specifically 
product development?  Pharmaceutical companies here tend to be more focused on manufactur-
ing than on research and development.  IT companies tend to be more engaged in technical and 
customer support than research and development.  Some of the IT companies in this country 
were writing software but I do not think they do so any longer.  These are general questions.  I 
am sorry if they fall slightly outside the topic of Brexit but I think they are all relevant.

Professor Mark Ferguson: I will respond first to Senator Black.  In terms of the proj-
ects that are ongoing under Horizon 2020, if the UK Government makes good on what it has 
pledged, they will continue uninterrupted.  What the UK Government has said is that anything 
that is currently ongoing that is funded by Europe, the UK Government will step in and take it 
over if the UK leaves Europe without a deal.  One can read in the newspapers that many aca-
demics in the UK do not believe that.  The UK Government has said it and we can only take it 
at its word.  I understand where the confusion arises because many people in the UK say they 
do not believe their Government and that it does not have enough money to do that.  If we take 
the UK Government at its word, the projects will continue, but, going forward, the UK will not 
be eligible for new projects and the Irish researchers will have to find other partners in Europe.  
That is doable.  If they want to continue to collaborate with counterparts in the UK, this will 
have to be done on a bilateral basis.  That means we need to find new money to fund those proj-
ects because they were previously funded by money from Europe.

The second question was about the GDPR.  This is a very complicated area and I may get 
something wrong, but I can tell Senator Black that a lot of UK universities have registered of-
fices in Ireland in order to specifically comply with European GDPR standards, particularly in 
the area of clinical trial data in circumstances where data are collected on patients.  The GDPR 
aspect will be a UK problem.  It is a brass-plate registration, but the universities are registering 
in order to comply.

In response to Senator Paul Daly, in terms of the opportunities and the UK attitudes, we 
have encountered nothing but extreme enthusiasm and very professional engagement from our 
colleagues in the UK.  That is within the research agencies and the universities.  In fact, I would 
say they are much more engaged than they have been in the past.  The reason is that they see a 
threat.  I will give a concrete example.  In July, I spent a full day at the University of Cambridge, 
which is one of the top UK universities, with all of the top management.  At the top of their to-
do list is increased collaboration with Ireland.  Before Brexit, I would have to say I would have 
got a soft-pillow effect, in other words, I would have had a nice meeting.  It would have been 
fantastic but nothing would have happened.  What we get now is real engagement because they 
see opportunities.  We are talking about joint appointments between Oxford and Cambridge and 
many of the leading universities.  They see an opportunity there.  They are going to lose staff.  
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Our Brexit strategy is very simple.  If people are thinking of leaving the UK, I want them to 
think of Ireland, but we want to collaborate with the UK in order that it is not parasitic.  I am 
not going over asking people to leave; I am saying if they are thinking of leaving, they should 
please think of us as well as America, Australia, Germany and wherever else they might be 
thinking about, but more importantly, they should think about a joint appointment between 
a UK university and an Irish university, which might give the UK university the best of both 
worlds.  I see huge engagement and major opportunities.

We have encountered nothing akin to what members might see in the press in terms of blam-
ing Irish people.  In fact, quite the opposite; they think we are a bastion of common sense and 
good governance.  They think Ireland looks sane among the English-speaking world.  There 
are significant opportunities.  We will shortly announce the relocation of full professors cur-
rently at Oxford and Cambridge who are going to be relocating to Ireland.  That would not have 
happened prior to Brexit.  We will see the joint appointment to which I referred with Professor 
Séamus Davis.  I hope there are more of those.  I see big opportunities.  It is not big numbers but 
one does not need a very large number of really talented people.  Twenty top people will make 
a big difference.  One does not need to have 2,000.

In terms of the multilateral projects and the attitudes of other people in Europe, that is quite 
different.  I will generalise.  Many of our European colleagues do not need the UK as much as 
we do, because they are not its closest neighbour and they are probably a bit fed up with all this 
Brexit nonsense.  They probably think it is much easier to collaborate with people in Ireland, 
Germany, the Netherlands, Denmark and so on, and they will put the uncertainty to one side.  I 
do not think that is an Irish problem; it is a UK problem.

In terms of industry collaborations, to generalise, small and medium enterprises are prob-
ably being quite cautious because they are going to face into the Brexit storm.  There is prob-
ably no difference or perhaps even increased enthusiasm among multinational companies for 
engaging in research and development investment.  Things that might have been done in the UK 
in the past may be done in Ireland.  That is another opportunity.  Those people will not invest 
unless the research is world class.  They will not invest unless the people are user-friendly, but 
if there is a minor difference between an Irish group and a UK group, we may be able to get 
the investment and that is what we need to focus on.  The SME community is very engaged, 
but it is being cautious because it does not know what is happening, given the uncertainty.  It is 
important that we invest in the future.

I will address the North-South aspect because I understand how that could be confusing.  
The way that our collaborations work is the bit done in the North of Ireland or in the UK is 
funded there and we fund the bit done in Ireland.  We do not do charity.  We do not fund the bit 
in the UK and they do not fund the bit in Ireland.  When we established the collaborations in 
Northern Ireland it was a decision by the Minister in the Northern Ireland Assembly.  It is not a 
line item in the Northern Ireland budget.  Due to the fact that there is no functioning Assembly, 
the civil servants cannot allocate money unless it is specified as a line item, so they do not have 
a discretionary spend.  That is why it fell apart.  If we were to reinstate it and it were to become 
a line item, then it would persist.  If it were to be where it was historically, just at the discretion 
of the Minister of the assembly, it would fall apart if the assembly fell apart.  That is one of 
the reasons we are trying to do it through Westminster.  If it were done through London - and 
London does have a devolved regional section in the Department for Business, Enterprise and 
Regulatory Reform - then it would be more enduring in nature.  We are trying to do both of 
those.  It is awfully important.
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There is no problem about bilateral arrangements in science.  We have signed a whole pile 
of those with our UK colleagues.  We do not have to do it under the Good Friday Agreement.  
We could, as there is provision there, but it has not been necessary.  It is a function of the enor-
mous enthusiasm and goodwill.  Both Senators Craughwell and Paul Daly asked me about the 
UK focus on research and innovation.  It is very simple; it is away from Europe.  The UK is fo-
cusing major efforts on collaboration with the Americas, that is, the United States and Canada, 
and very major focus on the Commonwealth.  The Commonwealth has been resurrected, so to 
speak.  It was never a part of the science system when I was in the UK and there is now a Com-
monwealth science approach with, among others, Australia, New Zealand and Canada.  The 
focus of a government that is not particularly pro-Europe is to focus on America and to focus 
on the Commonwealth countries.

I was asked to explain about the arrangement between UCC and the University of Oxford.  
It is dead simple.  It is a joint appointment, but in practice it is 50% at UCC and 50% at the 
University of Oxford and none of those issues arise because it is very clear.  One just needs to 
be very precise about where the person is going to be at a particular time.  It is not an issue in 
terms of doing it.

If we look at FDI with respect to development, there is a major opportunity for Ireland.  We 
are seeing more companies invest in public research in Ireland than ever before.  It is a question 
of taking those companies on a journey, both large and small companies.  There are significant 
investments in research and development by large companies in Ireland.  To give an idea of the 
figures, in 2012, companies in Ireland collectively invested approximately €8 million in  public 
research in universities.  They now put in close to €200 million.  This is capable of being ex-
panded.

That is the good news story.  The bad news story is that 50% of the multinational companies 
engage and 50% do not, so we still have a big job to do.  It is not done.  The figure relating to 
SMEs is about the same.  It is very patchy.  There is a lot to do and there is a significant oppor-
tunity.  It is very important for the future that we increase our investment in research and devel-
opment and that this is done while maintaining the model of two thirds from the private sector 
and one third from the public sector.  This is what we are doing through programmes like the 
industry partnerships we run with our colleagues in the universities, the SFI research centres, 
the partnerships and so on.  We are getting the companies and the public sector to invest.  We 
need to do more of it.  The programmes, people and talent are there; we just need to put more 
fuel in the tank.  It is as simple as that.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: Is that done on a project-by-project basis where one third 
comes from Government and two thirds from a company?  In other words, a company with a 
specific problem is prepared to put in €400,000 and Government is then asked to put in another 
€200,000 to fund the project.

Professor Mark Ferguson: Exactly.  There are many projects that are co-funded and in ag-
gregate, when one puts them all together, it runs to two thirds to one third, although it may vary.  
In some instances, the company may only have to put in one third while in others, it needs to put 
in two thirds but in aggregate, it is what I have referred to.  We need that flexibility.  It depends 
on whether the company is small or where it is in the research and development game.  I will 
hand over to my colleagues to address some of the other questions.

Dr. Lisa Keating: Professor Ferguson has covered a lot of ground.  I will add a few points 
for clarity.  He mentioned that 10% of the partnerships we have under Horizon 2020 are with 
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the UK.  This is really important in terms of making up the shortfall of the €125 million to fund 
those.  However, it is not just about finding an alternative partner.  I emphasise that these are 
long-term relationships with stellar universities and top academics who are recognised around 
the world and who are based in UK universities.  It is really important for us to maintain those 
links.  It is not a monetary type of partnership or interaction one can find it in another country.  
While, like business, it is really important to diversify and look to Europe for new partners and 
collaborations, the links we have with UK academics and researchers are key because these 
people are recognised as some of the best in the world and Ireland’s reputation is enhanced by 
our interaction with them.  The money is not just to fill a budget pot.  Maintaining those links is 
of strategic importance to Ireland.

A question was asked about collaborations between industry and universities and higher 
education institutions.  As Professor Ferguson stated, we are not necessarily finding that there 
has been a drop-off in those interactions.  The trend over time has been to increase greatly.  Irish 
companies now invest more in research and development than they did in the past and there is 
much stronger collaboration with universities and higher education institutions.  What defines 
that is the quality of the research and the talent, which is probably why Brexit is probably not 
impacting on those.  This is what we have in Irish universities and the Irish higher education 
system.  We worry that if we continue to erode the funding, we will not have that excellence in 
science and research and that excellence in our talent.  That is what will stop industry collabo-
rating with our members.  It is not the uncertainty of Brexit; it is the lack of quality and talent 
that would result from a further erosion of funding.  I wanted to reiterate that point.

The English-speaking aspect comes into it a great deal.  I worked as a researcher in Ger-
many.  I am not proud to say that I cannot speak German but it did not impact on me.  English is 
obviously important in research and academia and is spoken by many.  While that is the icing on 
the cake, our problem is that we do not have the rest of the cake.  We have been nibbling away 
at it for years.  We put an awful lot of money in through SFI by means of PRTLI.  We put in a 
great deal of funding and when the downturn happened, we were able to turn to that investment, 
reap rewards and use it to bring us through the economic recession we faced.  Going back to the 
cake analogy, the problem we now face is that we have not been buying the flour and sugar and 
putting everything back in.  We have the icing on the cake.  We have the mechanisms that SFI 
has and the English-speaking element.  We have lots of things going for us but we must focus 
on funding core research if we are to make a difference.  As the Senator noted, this is one of the 
few opportunities presented by Brexit and we need to capitalise on it.

Mr. Lewis Purser: I will deal with a few of the other questions, particularly the ones con-
cerning students.  Senator Black asked how a student from Belfast would be treated in a year’s 
time, which is a very serious issue.  Theoretically, that student could pull out an Irish passport 
and demand to be treated as a domestic student and we would agree entirely with that.  Our 
preference is to continue to treat students from any part of the UK as domestic Irish students ir-
respective of what happens with Brexit.  Maintaining good neighbourly relations, cultural con-
tact and economic links will only continue if our young people continue to cross borders, work 
and study with each other and get to know each other.  That is how we build up that sustainable 
future together so we have a very strong preference for maintaining the current terms and condi-
tions for UK students in Irish higher education.  What needs to happen is quite urgent because 
students and their families make decisions about where they will apply before Christmas.  The 
CAO system for 2020 will open in early November but the UK system opens earlier.  In the 
context of high-achieving UK students, the closing date for universities in the Russell Group, 
which is the group of 24 to 30 top universities in the UK of which Queen’s University Belfast is 
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a member, is before Christmas so we need to send out a very loud and clear message to UK stu-
dents who would be interested in studying in Ireland and their families that we will offer them 
the same terms and conditions we used to regardless of what happens with Brexit.  Otherwise, 
they will not know and the uncertainty is what drives people to make decisions.  Unfortunately, 
we have seen those numbers drop off substantially in the past few years.

Senator Craughwell asked whether the Good Friday Agreement would allow us to establish 
some sort of bilateral agreement with the UK.  I do not think we need the protection of the Good 
Friday Agreement to do that.  I am very aware that a number of other European countries al-
ready have bilateral arrangements and memorandums of understanding with the UK to continue 
the sort of bilateral research arrangements Professor Ferguson said we need to put in place.  We 
need funding for that.  They would kick in automatically on the day on which Brexit really goes 
pear shaped.  Schemes to ensure bilateral mobility are already in place, as well as European 
funding for young researchers and promising students.  We need those as well.  There is noth-
ing stopping us having good bilateral relations with the UK or constituent regions and devolved 
provinces in the UK.  That will become more important as we move forward so I would encour-
age this committee to put pressure where possible on the Government to begin to make those 
preparations where they have not already been made.

Dr. Keating mentioned advantages relating to the English language.  On the surface, this is 
the case but in the higher education and research game, everybody speaks English and every-
body has those advantages.  We are and will remain small.  We are marginal and on the edge 
of Europe and have an underfunded system despite the best efforts of SFI and other research 
funders.  In the latest round of the very high-profile European Research Council grants, we got 
one out of over 400 grants.  We are not at the races.  The former president of UCD, Hugh Brady, 
was in Dublin last week.  He said that his university, which is smaller than UCD, got more of 
those grants than the entire Irish system.  That is what we are up against and that is why we need 
the investment.  Then we will continue to be attractive and to be a magnet for top talent.  This, 
in turn, will continue to draw foreign direct investment, boost SMEs and indigenous industry 
and continue to drive our economic development but that is the risk at the moment.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: On the issue of passports, it is really important-----

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): Senator Paul Daly indicated that he 
wishes to ask a supplementary question.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: I need to get in this question about passports.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): Could the Senator keep it brief?  The 
clock is against us.

Senator  Paul Daly: I am conscious of the clock.  While I do not have any further ques-
tions for the witnesses, it is important that I record my disbelief and frustration at the lack 
of North-South collaboration caused by the suspension of the Assembly.  I will not get party 
political about this by asking who is responsible or why it has happened but, based on the ex-
planation given by Mr. Ferguson, it is important members of the committee, both individually 
and collectively, contact the relevant Ministers and urge them to make contact, at their earliest 
convenience, with the relevant Ministers in Westminster and officials in Whitehall.  We need to 
sidestep, as Mr. Ferguson explained, the reason for the problem preventing collaboration.  He 
cited the need for the British Government, through collaboration with the Government here, to 
provide this funding as a line item in the Northern Ireland budget, which would then be decided 
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on by civil servants as opposed to requiring a decision of a sitting Assembly.  We are not going 
down the road of asking why or being party political.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): The Senator has made the point.

Senator  Joe O’Reilly: I support that suggestion.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): I believe the committee will agree with 
the proposal.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: Reference was made to passports and when a student 
produces an Irish passport.  We had a delegation over from the United States, all of whom were 
emigrants working in the medical devices and pharmaceutical area.  They are Irish citizens who 
brought their children to the US where they have been promoted into senior positions.  Their 
children, who hold Irish passports, have to pay full non-EU fees if they wish to attend an Irish 
university.  It strikes me that if the UK becomes a third country and a child from the UK who 
holds an Irish passport comes here to study, he or she will be treated the same as an Irish child 
living here.  I am not sure how the witnesses feel about that.

Mr. Lewis Purser: There is a slight difference between someone who has grown up in 
Belfast and lived his or her entire life there and someone who has grown up in Chicago, even 
if both of them hold the same passport.  It is up to the Government to decide who is eligible for 
EU fees and who is eligible for Irish Government support.  We would be thrilled to have more 
students with Irish heritage coming from the United States.  The reality, however, is that our 
current students are already underfunded.  If we opened the gates to all Irish passport holders, 
what would be the cumulative effects on the system?  The position with regard to giving people 
the right to vote domestically is similar.  It would be wonderful to have a system that was so 
generous that we could offer heavily subsidised education to everybody but we are having diffi-
culty meeting the demands and needs of the domestic population.  Currently, we cannot legally 
distinguish between an Irish citizen and, for example, a Swedish citizen who wishes to study in 
Ireland.  That is normal.  We are considering theoretically how we would treat a citizen who has 
lived all his or her life in the North or in Scotland and comes here as a student.  De facto, post 
Brexit such students will be from a non-EU jurisdiction but will have lived in part of the EU for 
most of their lives.  I do not know whether we can differentiate on that basis.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): I thank Mr. Purser and the other wit-
nesses for taking time to engage with the committee today.  We very much appreciate them shar-
ing their thoughts on this evolving situation and flagging the issues that need to be addressed.

  Sitting suspended at 3.25 p.m. and resumed at 3.27 p.m.

Implications for Ireland of the Withdrawal of the UK from the EU in Regard to the En-
ergy Sector

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): I welcome Mr. Rodney Doyle and Mr. 
Michael Mahon from EirGrid; Mr. Stephen Wheeler from SSE Ireland; Mr. Denis O’Sullivan 
from Gas Networks Ireland; and their colleagues who have accompanied them today.  The pre-
sentations the organisations made to the committee in 2017 were among the most interesting we 
heard.  The potential impact of Brexit on the security of energy supply for the island of Ireland 
remains one of our greatest concerns.
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Members are reminded of the long-standing parliamentary practice to the effect that they 
should not criticise, comment on or make charges against any person outside the Houses or an 
official either by name or in such a way as to make him or her identifiable.

By virtue of section 17(2)(l) of the Defamation Act 2009, witnesses are protected by abso-
lute privilege in respect of their evidence to the select committee.  If, however, they are directed 
by it to cease giving evidence on a particular matter and continue to do so, they are entitled 
thereafter only to qualified privilege in respect of their evidence.  They are directed that only 
evidence connected with the subject matter of these proceedings is to be given and asked to 
respect the parliamentary practice to the effect that, where possible, they should not criticise or 
make charges against any person or an entity by name or in such a way as to make him, her or 
it identifiable.

I invite the witnesses to make their opening statements.  We will then take questions and 
comments from members.

Mr. Rodney Doyle: I thank the Acting Chairman and members of the committee for the 
opportunity to appear again today to give members an update on our perspective on the impact 
of Brexit on the electricity system on the island of Ireland.  This discussion will also allow us to 
update the committee on some of the potential solutions it identified in its report of July 2017, 
which was compiled after we appeared before it.  EirGrid Group is a State-owned transmission 
system operator on the island of Ireland.  We operate the transmission system both in the North, 
through the System Operator of Northern Ireland, SONI, and in the South.  We are charged with 
developing the high-voltage electricity grid to cater for the demands of society and the econ-
omy.  We also operate the electricity market on the island of Ireland.  In this regard, we work 
closely with the ESB in the Republic, and with Northern Ireland Electricity Networks, NIE, in 
the North on delivering that mandate.  In addition to ensuring security of supply, we also play an 
integral role in delivering decarbonisation through the successful integration of ever-increasing 
levels of renewables into the system.

In the climate action plan published by the Government during the summer, we have been 
tasked with progressing and delivering on a number of key areas.  The most significant of those 
responsibilities include increasing the level of renewables on the grid to 70%; ensuring an ap-
propriate auction and grid regime is designed to support the development of offshore wind; 
and a commitment to deliver further electrical interconnection to facilitate Ireland’s target for 
renewable electricity by 2030, which I will touch on later.  Work across these work streams and 
others has commenced and is making significant progress.  The most high-profile of these ini-
tiatives is the Celtic interconnector which will link the electrical grids of Ireland and France.  It 
is worth noting that the Celtic interconnector was a potential solution identified by members of 
this committee in its July 2017 report.  My colleague, Mr. Mahon, will now discuss the specifics 
of the interconnector. 

Mr. Michael Mahon: The interconnector that will link Cork and Brittany has been studied 
for well over a decade now.  Its merits are multiple and include facilitating Ireland’s 70% tar-
get for the increased use of renewable electricity by 2030, as set out in the climate action plan.  
It will also increase competition in the electricity market, apply downward pressure on cost, 
enhance the security of supply for both Irish and French electricity consumers and improve 
telecommunications between Ireland and France by providing a direct fibre-optic link between 
both countries.  In addition to these benefits, the Celtic interconnector will, crucially, provide 
Ireland’s only energy connection to an EU member state once the United Kingdom leaves the 
EU.  Last Wednesday, the European Commission announced grant funding to the tune of €530 
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million for this project.  Due to the manner in which the regulatory authorities in Ireland and 
France profiled the grant application, 65% of the grant will be allocated to Ireland.  As such, the 
overall grant to Ireland will be approximately €345 million, which is a fantastic outcome for 
both Irish electricity consumers and the broader Irish energy system.

I pay particular tribute to the solid cross-party support the Celtic interconnector project has 
received to date, in both the Seanad and the Dáil, especially from Senators Noone, Richmond 
and the entire membership of this committee.  The committee’s report from July 2017 explicitly 
stated: “The free-flow of electricity through inter-connectors, particularly through the comple-
tion of the Celtic interconnector, should be a priority.”  The announcement by the European 
Commission last week has overwhelmingly demonstrated that it shares this priority.  EirGrid 
and its French counterpart, RTE France, look forward to progressing this landmark electricity 
project and ensuring it is delivered on time by the mid-2020s.

Mr. Rodney Doyle: Another milestone project in the evolution of the overall electricity 
system on the island of Ireland has been the single electricity market, which has been operating 
for some 12 years now.  In the committee’s 2017 report, it prudently called for the maintenance 
of the single electricity market and the completion of the integrated single electricity market, 
ISEM, project.  I am happy to report that we completed that project and the market has now 
been significantly advanced.  It has been operating successfully under its new arrangements for 
the past 12 months.  While much political discussion has focused on various sectoral aspects 
of the North-South and east-west relationships in the Brexit negotiations, there has remained a 
strong and consistent view that the single electricity market should be retained.  Operating the 
electricity market on an all-island basis has been a major success and is a tangible benefit of 
the peace process.  Now that we have transitioned to the integrated single electricity market, 
we are linked into the European market which resulted in the delivery of even greater efficien-
cies across the electricity system.  The ISEM has brought real efficiencies to how we manage 
the generation and supply of electricity across the whole island.  It helps minimise the price of 
electricity and ensures we retain cost competitiveness with other economies.

Acting Chairman (Senator Michelle Mulherin): I am sorry to interrupt but a vote has 
been called in the Seanad.

Sitting suspended at 3.36 p.m. and resumed at 3.50 p.m.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): I apologise for the interruption.  The 
vagaries of democracy.

Mr. Rodney Doyle: That is okay.  We support it.

I will pick up from where I was and reiterate the ISEM has brought real efficiencies to how 
we manage the generation and supply of electricity across the island as a whole.  It is helping to 
keep the price of electricity minimised and ensure that the Irish economy retains cost competi-
tiveness with other economies across the world.  From a system operator perspective, I encour-
age the committee to ensure that the benefits derived from integration of electricity systems 
North and South is retained no matter what kind of Brexit we end up with.  A failure to preserve 
the success of the single electricity market would have a negative impact on prices in Northern 
Ireland and Ireland, which we do not want to see happen.  We call on the policy makers and 
negotiators on Brexit to continue their support for the current approach, which would allow us 
to continue operating a clear model into the future.
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We were pleased last week to launch the EirGrid Group strategy for 2020 to 2025.  At the 
heart of this strategy is the continued operation of energy and electricity policy on an all-island 
basis.  It also has at its core the drive to decarbonise our way of living, which is dependent on 
fossil fuels, and move to one based on sustainable sources of energy.

As the committee assesses the current status of sectoral policy areas, we draw its attention 
to the success that has been achieved to date from North-South integration of electricity sys-
tems.  We draw particular attention to the enormous strides that have been made in the area of 
energy, most importantly the integration of high levels of energy from renewable sources into 
the system.  Any decision to move from this level of energy co-operation due to the fallout from 
a hard Brexit would only serve to unpick the good work that has been done to date, something 
that we do not want to see happen.  We ask that the committee continue to provide its support 
and use its voice of influence.

I thank the committee for the opportunity to present and for its members’ attention.  I would 
be happy to take questions.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): I invite Mr. Wheeler to contribute.

Mr. Stephen Wheeler: I thank the committee for inviting me back to participate in this 
hearing.  I was glad to provide evidence to it in 2017.  I commend the committee on its report 
published subsequent to those sessions.

I am the country lead for SSE in Ireland.  SSE plc is a FTSE top 40 company, headquartered 
in Scotland and active in the Irish market for 11 years.  SSE Renewables is proud to be the larg-
est renewable electricity developer on the island of Ireland, with plans for up to three offshore 
wind farms in the Irish Sea.  We are also one of Ireland’s largest energy providers, supplying 
approximately 700,000 customers on the island.  Over the past six years, SSE has contributed 
more than €5 billion to the Irish economy, supporting over 4,700 jobs while contributing to the 
achievement of Ireland’s energy and climate policy aims.

As the largest company by market capitalisation in the FTSE 100, whose revenues are de-
rived solely from the UK and Ireland, SSE is intractably invested in the UK and Ireland con-
tinuing a collaborative and co-operative relationship after the UK formally leaves the EU.  In 
addition, a number of our business activities are organised on an all-island basis.

With that in mind, SSE has undertaken an extensive programme of Brexit readiness.  This 
includes examining our own supply chain and GDPR requirements and communicating with 
staff on issues such as freedom of movement and driving licence and insurance arrangements.  
A no-deal Brexit would be a suboptimal outcome for SSE and the energy industry, given the 
uncertainties it creates for all businesses.  However, we do not anticipate Brexit becoming a 
deterrent to our continued operation and future investment in Ireland.

I will focus on the material issues for our customers and our business across the island.  
When I last appeared before the committee two years ago, I proposed three principles for the 
exit negotiations, which were reflected in the report of findings published by the committee.  
Those principles have not changed, though the circumstances have, in particular the greater 
threat of a no-deal Brexit.  First, the single electricity market on the island of Ireland must be 
maintained in all Brexit scenarios, both immediately after the UK leaves the EU and into the fu-
ture.  Second, the flows of electricity and gas between countries through interconnection should 
continue to support energy security and consumers.  Third, Ireland’s commitment to tackling 
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climate breakdown must be delivered on.

Taking each in priority order, the combining of the electricity markets in Northern Ireland 
and Ireland into the SEM has been a success.  As the committee found in its 2017 report, the 
maintenance of the SEM is a key component of the all-island economy.  The SEM has improved 
competition and provided the investment case for the construction of new and cleaner genera-
tion, providing the benefits of a larger, integrated electricity market.  For customers, these ben-
efits arise in the form of lower costs.

The withdrawal agreement negotiated by Theresa May’s Government allowed for the SEM 
to be retained intact.  A statement by the regulators in Northern Ireland and the Republic of 
Ireland outlines that, in a no-deal exit, the market would essentially be retained, although one 
element, namely, day-ahead coupling between the SEM and the UK’s British Electricity Trad-
ing and Transmission Arrangements, BETTA, market, would be lost.  The loss of day-ahead 
coupling would be regrettable and would lead to reduced efficiency in flows over the electricity 
interconnectors.  SSE is fully convinced that retaining the rest of the market design and working 
to replace day-ahead coupling is the best outcome for both Ireland and Northern Ireland.  We 
would, however, consider any reduction in efficiency due to the loss of day-ahead coupling to 
be minor in comparison to the overall benefits of the SEM.

Protection of the SEM is not only a priority for day one.  Its continued existence will rely on 
ongoing collaboration between authorities in London, Belfast, Dublin and Brussels.  Continued 
North-South co-operation between businesses and other bodies will be vital in enabling this to 
happen, with complementary frameworks needed to allow all sides to continue to trade and co-
operate with one another.  We ask these authorities to provide for the maintenance of the SEM 
immediately following any form of Brexit and on an ongoing basis afterwards.  We also ask the 
Government to work closely within the EU and with counterparts in the UK to ensure that the 
SEM and the benefits it brings to consumers in Ireland can be protected in all circumstances.

Our second priority is that electricity and gas should continue to flow over the interconnec-
tors.  Two years ago, I outlined the reasons it was vital that flows of energy between the UK 
and Ireland continue.  As the committee recommended in its 2017 report, the facilitation of 
seamless interconnection is the preferred solution in all outcomes.  Although there may be in-
creased administration, SSE’s expectation is that there will be no barrier in any Brexit scenario 
to prevent electricity and gas flowing day to day, including in the case of a supply emergency.  
In addition, tariffs on the flow of electricity and gas are not expected.

As ever, interconnection is one tool in the market, and a combination of it and domestic 
generation must be provided to ensure that security of supply is assured in all scenarios.  New 
interconnection should be supported by a clear cost-benefit analysis for customers such as that 
undertaken for the Celtic project between Ireland and France.

When I last appeared before the committee, I noted that the North-South interconnector 
project was before the courts.  While it is encouraging that it has now gone through the planning 
process in Ireland, the project is still facing delays in Northern Ireland.  This project would ad-
dress impediments to transporting energy within the SEM, whereby the cheapest and greenest 
electricity cannot always travel to where it is needed, while also facilitating greater security of 
supply.  SSE supports this important piece of infrastructure and the significant savings it will 
bring to customers on the island. 

When I last spoke to the committee, I advocated that Brexit should not subsume all focus 
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in these upcoming, crucial years.  It is welcome that, two years later, such ambitious and nec-
essary plans have been formed to enable Ireland to tackle climate change, providing renewed 
confidence to renewable investment.  The Government’s climate action plan, published this 
summer, provides a welcome target of 70% of electricity from renewables by 2030.  To achieve 
this target, the plan identifies a need for 3.5 GW of offshore wind energy, as well as a doubling 
of onshore wind energy to 8 GW.  This plan builds upon the clear and ambitious recommenda-
tions of both the Citizens’ Assembly and the Oireachtas Joint Committee on Climate Action.

The plan and its targets can provide a green light for renewables investment in Ireland.  For 
this investment to be realised, the actions in the climate action plan must be completed on time.  
This includes a significant level of facilitative frameworks and consents to deliver grid con-
nections, along with system services to support a higher level of renewables.  It also includes 
a timely implementation of the new renewable electricity support scheme, currently in design 
by the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment.  It is critical that any 
Brexit outcome, including a no-deal exit, does not result in these actions being delayed or a 
reduction in the outlined ambitions.

Ireland’s offshore sector has had numerous false starts over the past decade.  The commit-
tee’s 2017 report noted the opportunities which exist for the offshore generation of wind energy.  
The climate action plan has signalled a clear intention to ensure these developments now begin, 
setting up processes for offshore leases and connections, as well as route to market.  Early off-
shore projects such as SSE’s Arklow bank can make a significant contribution towards meeting 
Ireland’s EU emissions targets.  It is critical they are facilitated and supported if this transition 
is to happen this decade.

With the delivery of this increase in renewables, along with the complete phasing out of 
coal and peat in the first half of the decade, gas will have a critical role to play.  High efficiency 
gas generation will provide the flexibility to support the renewables transition while ensuring 
security of supply.

It is essential the transition to a low-carbon economy is delivered cost effectively.  This 
needs a strong overarching policy driver.  The EU’s emissions trading scheme, ETS, is designed 
to put a cost on carbon emissions in the electricity sector, as well as for other large demand us-
ers.  In the case of a no-deal Brexit, the UK including Northern Ireland, will leave the ETS.  The 
UK Government has outlined its intention to substitute the European scheme with a replace-
ment for the coming two years with a view to aligning with the ETS in the future.

Authorities should assess ways to ensure the ETS, and any replacement in Northern Ireland, 
maintains alignment to the greatest extent possible in order to ensure electricity generators in 
the single electricity market, SEM, compete on a level playing field.  Ireland should also take 
an active role at EU level in ensuring the EU ETS is on a pathway to delivering a robust carbon 
price.  If this is not achieved, we should consider domestic measures to supplement the scheme.

The increase to carbon tax, as announced in yesterday’s budget, should provide the same 
overarching signals to solid fuels, heating and transport.  We support the announcement and 
welcome the commitment to use revenues on climate action measures such as improved energy 
efficiency, as well as in support of a just transition for those particularly impacted.

SSE sees three energy priorities for Ireland as Brexit plays out, namely, maintain the SEM, 
ensure flows of energy over the interconnectors continue, and deliver on plans for decarbonisa-
tion of energy.  We believe these three priorities are deliverable, although effort will be required 
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both in the near term and on an ongoing basis.  It is our view that the successful fulfilment of 
these three aims will represent a win-win outcome for consumers in Ireland and the EU as a 
whole, as well as the UK and particularly in Northern Ireland.

Energy customers want prices to be fair and Ireland requires cost-effective investment in 
energy infrastructure to decarbonise its economy and maintain security of supply.  The impera-
tive and public demand for decarbonisation has never been higher.  Brexit, and the potential of a 
no-deal Brexit, must not distract from the fulfilment of these decarbonisation objectives, along 
with the continued delivery of cost-effective energy for consumers.  It is in that spirit that I have 
presented these three priorities.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): I thank Mr. Wheeler for his opening 
statement.  I call on Mr. Denis O’Sullivan, managing director of Gas Networks Ireland, to make 
his opening statement.

Mr. Denis O’Sullivan: I thank the committee for the invitation to outline Gas Networks 
Ireland’s position on the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union.  I am joined by my col-
league, Mr. Brian Mullins, head of regulatory affairs.

In June 2017, my colleague, Ms Claire Madden, addressed members of the committee on 
the likely impacts of Brexit on Ireland’s gas supply.  Since then we have progressed several key 
actions to help provide the necessary assurances that Ireland’s gas supplies will be unaffected 
by Brexit.  Our assessment is based on our experience as the operator of Ireland’s transmission 
and distribution network, as well as on the significant engagement we have undertaken with 
stakeholders, including officials in Ireland, the EU, Great Britain and Northern Ireland.  Based 
on our assessment and most up-to-date engagement with all stakeholders, our view is that the 
UK’s withdrawal from the European Union will not impact on security of gas supply to the 
island of Ireland.

Before discussing Brexit in greater detail, I will provide some context for the committee.  
Gas Networks Ireland is the owner and operator of Ireland’s gas network, supplying gas to 
over 700,000 industrial, commercial and residential customers.  Natural gas is of key strategic 
importance to Ireland, representing 30% of our country’s primary energy.  Approximately 50% 
of Ireland’s electricity is powered by natural gas.  As the Climate Change Advisory Council 
recently pointed out, not only is gas important to our economy, it is essential for our transition 
to a decarbonised economy.

Following Brexit, the physical gas infrastructure linking Ireland to the rest of Europe will 
not change.  Of the three entry points to the Irish gas system, approximately half of our gas is 
supplied from the indigenous sources in Corrib and Kinsale, with the balance being imported 
from Moffat in Scotland.

The Irish gas market is heavily interconnected with that of the UK.  It should be noted that 
the supply of gas to Northern Ireland and the Isle of Man is fully reliant on Gas Networks Ire-
land’s infrastructure.  This only underpins the need for continued co-operation between Ireland 
and the UK regarding gas supplies.  There are existing intergovernmental framework agree-
ments in place since 1993 between Ireland and the UK concerning Ireland’s two gas intercon-
nectors.  We see this framework continuing to apply post Brexit.

The progress we have made since we last addressed the committee in 2017 allows us to 
reaffirm our assessment that security of gas supplies will not be impacted by Brexit.  First, we 
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have undertaken extensive engagement with key stakeholders in the gas industry, including 
regulators, other pipeline operators, gas shippers and relevant Departments across the Republic 
of Ireland, Northern Ireland and Great Britain.  Ireland and the UK have successfully operated 
in a highly connected and interdependent energy system since the early 1990s.  Given the inter-
connected nature of the markets, all relevant parties remain strongly committed to the continued 
successful operation of the gas interconnectors.  It is clear from our engagements that the parties 
are all committed to ensuring that gas will continue to flow under existing arrangements from 
Great Britain to Ireland, Northern Ireland and Isle of Man, regardless of the outcome of Brexit.

Second, the UK has transposed all relevant existing EU gas legislation into national law.  
This essentially means that the status quo will be maintained with the flow of gas between the 
UK and Ireland, as well maintaining the legal obligations on neighbouring transmission system 
operators, TSOs, to co-operate with each other regarding gas flows.

Third, measures are in place to ensure the contractual framework governing gas flows from 
Great Britain to Ireland will remain unchanged post Brexit.  We are confident all existing sys-
tems and processes governing gas flows and gas trading will remain unchanged following Brex-
it.

It has been confirmed by both the UK and the EU that a zero tariff will apply to gas flows 
in the event of a default to World Trade Organization, WTO, tariff rules.  On the basis of this 
progress, Gas Networks Ireland is satisfied there will be no disruption to the daily importation 
of gas from Great Britain to Ireland, even in the event of a no-deal Brexit.

In the past week, Gas Networks Ireland published its Vision 2050 strategy, which will de-
liver sustainable additional indigenous gas supply.  By 2030, 20% of gas on the network will be 
indigenously produced renewable gas.  By 2050, 50% of our gas will be carbon-neutral com-
prising renewable gas and hydrogen.  This will only reinforce security of supply in the years to 
come while ensuring Ireland has indigenous and sustainable sources of energy.

Gas Networks Ireland remains committed to continuing our strong relationships with our 
stakeholders over the coming months and years to ensure there will be minimal, if any, nega-
tive impact on all our gas customers as a result of Brexit.  While there is the potential for some 
regulatory divergence in the years ahead, we are confident that given the interconnected nature 
of our islands and our energy systems, this can be managed.  We look forward to the commit-
tee’s questions.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): I thank all the witnesses for their open-
ing statements.  I might kick things off myself with a few questions.  Mr. Wheeler talked about 
the emissions trading system.  I would like to understand the impact in reality of the UK fall-
ing outside the emissions trading system.  Does that mean Irish companies will not be able to 
trade with UK companies for a period of two years?  What does it actually mean?  Mr. Wheeler 
mentioned that the UK Government will hope to have a replacement scheme but what is going 
to happen in the two years and how will it impact on the Government’s action plan towards 
achieving our carbon neutrality?

In response to the last speaker from Gas Networks Ireland, I was just wondering about the 
interaction with liquid natural gas and its importation as opposed to what just comes through 
the pipelines.  How does that form part of the 50% of electricity generated from natural gas?  
My other general question is what the witnesses think the impact of Brexit will be on the price 
of energy for business and domestic consumers.  Also looking at the period in the interim, if we 
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have a no-deal Brexit, what will that mean in terms of prices?  In the period from now to when 
the Celtic interconnector is operational, what will the landscape look like as regards price for 
consumers and business?

Senator  Paul Daly: I thank the witnesses for their presentations and their comprehensive 
reports.  They all have their homework done.  They seem to be Brexit-ready and to have ex-
plored all possible eventualities.  There is not going to be a blackout on the night if it happens.  
My question is more general.  All the reports touched on Brexit and climate action, which is our 
remit for today.  If I could leave both of those aside for a second, I would like to ask, in respect 
of both gas and electricity, with all that is being mooted at the moment and the move towards 
electric cars and electric heaters in houses to get away from fossil fuels, how we are fixed for 
supply going forward, Brexit aside.

Ahead of the Celtic interconnector, will we be able to meet demand if we are to start meet-
ing our climate action targets with electric cars and the shift towards electricity?  Have we got 
ample supply if the demand keeps rising?  With regard to gas, how are our Kinsale and Corrib 
resources?  What longevity do the witnesses predict from them before we get up and running in 
the production of biogas or whatever?  Have we got ample supply of gas and electricity, Brexit 
and climate action aside?

Senator  Joe O’Reilly: On the Celtic interconnector, it is great news that we have the com-
mission grant and that there is €345 million for Ireland.  That is a great development and very 
much to be welcomed.  I assume that the Celtic interconnector will give us security of supply 
and also help with decarbonisation.  I presume that is the two-pronged outcome.  As a Border 
person who wants to see every form of North-South co-operation grow, and ultimately grow 
into a unified State, I am also firmly in support of maintaining the all-island energy market.  
There is no challenge to that.  The North-South interconnector comes into play in a huge way 
there.  I have no intention of going through all the technical issues.  There are people who ar-
gued that it could be undergrounded efficiently and the witnesses’ argument was that this would 
be difficult from the point of view of bringing in renewables and that of cost.  This is not the 
correct forum to go back over all that and it is not the agenda today.  However, I have been led to 
believe that technologies are evolving all the time.  Do the witnesses see technological develop-
ments and innovation that might change what they have argued in the past in respect of taking 
the renewables into the grid and in respect of the overall cost?  Is technology moving there?  If 
it were, the inference is obvious in terms of what it would be right to do.

In respect of SSE, I am interested in the whole area of offshore wind farms.  They get over 
a lot of the societal issues and populist difficulties that may arise in certain instances.  Where I 
come from in Cavan, we have had an extraordinarily good relationship with the wind farm and 
the wind industry.  There has not been the popular uprising against them because they were a 
supplementary income for small farmers in the area through leasing the land for the turbines.  
It has actually worked very well.  There is a good community dividend and there are no issues, 
thankfully, as of yet.  The wave energy would get over any community difficulty.  I would be 
interested to hear a comment on the economics of offshore wind energy.  Does SSE see a big 
future there?  Are offshore wind farms ultimately superior and what is the difference?  Can we 
get greater power there?  I am interested purely as a layperson.  I am sure the people watching 
would be similarly interested in the contrast between wind farms on land and offshore wind 
farms.  Wave energy is not on the agenda.  I have heard it said that the potential for Ireland in 
wave energy is almost equivalent to what oil was in Norway some years ago.  I do not know if 
that is outside the witnesses’ brief but I would interested in a comment on it at any rate.



26

SSWUKEU

I wanted to comment on the gas networks.  Mr. O’Sullivan will be aware of the good news 
in Cavan that we are very proud of.  I raised it in the Seanad this morning.  It concerns Virginia 
International Logistics, a major haulage company.  I am not going to go into this in depth.  The 
company has become the first haulier in Ireland to complete a zero carbon heavy goods vehicle 
delivery to Europe.  The trucks were fuelled by compressed renewable gas, also known as bio 
compressed natural gas.  While we congratulate the Cole family and Virginia International Lo-
gistics, Mr. O’Sullivan might comment on the potential of this to become the norm.  I would 
like a comment on the economics around that.  Can it become profitable for haulage companies 
to make that transition?  Would they need support in so doing?

Could Mr. O’Sullivan explain to me as a layperson the degree to which the use of gas is 
decarbonised, the degree to which there is still a carbon footprint in the use of gas and the dis-
tinction between this form of gas and the other?  It is an interesting area and a relevant one.  I 
share the Chairman’s interest in what all this means for consumers post Brexit in terms of price.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: The witnesses are welcome.  Their joint presentation has 
reassured me that business will rise above politics and that Brexit will do whatever Brexit does 
but business will continue to be transacted across the globe.  Their presentation was very wel-
come.  They are not hanging about waiting to see who wins and who loses; they are ensuring 
the future of their businesses, which is important.

Many institutions in this country are now cross-Border.  Under the Good Friday Agreement, 
we have Waterways Ireland and Gas Networks Ireland and electricity supply moving North 
and all that.  Is there anything that is a pinch-point now for the witnesses that we could work 
through the provisions of the Good Friday Agreement to get around?  I am concerned, as this 
Brexit process rolls on, that politicians are looking at the macro issue, so to speak, but the wit-
nesses are interested in the micro issues on the ground.  If there is anything in that respect that 
is important to them, they might allude to that.

On the risk to supply, when we talk about interconnectors we are talking about a central 
point and the risk to supply across all three areas is something that is of concern to me.  In 2016, 
I wrote a piece about the implementation of a border in Ireland following the referendum.  I 
could see no way that we would get by without some sort of border, be it soft or hard.  As we 
draw closer to 31 October, I see that becoming a hard border.

I have spent some time in Northern Ireland and I am concerned about the security aspect 
of Brexit, the part we all hope will not happen.  With single points of supply, interconnectors 
running across borders and so on, have the witnesses taken on board the security implications 
of that supply and the infrastructure required?  I refer to the policing of it.  Do they believe they 
will need military personnel to manage the infrastructure on the ground or will they bring in 
private companies to do that for them?  I am concerned about that.

I do not want to stray off the Brexit theme but two issues cross my mind.  We were talk-
ing about carbon tax.  There is much debate here about whether carbon tax is the way to go or 
whether we should offer incentives to encourage people to move away from carbon-generated 
energy supply.  If the witnesses have something to say on that, I would be interested to hear it.  

Now that we have an interconnector coming from France, I am sure some people here will 
be looking at whether electricity is generated through nuclear power stations and the like.  Some 
people will be concerned about that so we might as well be upfront and tell them straight if it 
is involved.
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People refer constantly to electric vehicles and the like.  I believe we will have arrived with 
electric vehicles when I can pull into a petrol station, take out a battery, put in another one and 
be on my way in three and a half minutes.  If I have to sit for two hours while the battery is 
charging, forget it.  For the average long-distance traveller, that will not work.  I would be in-
terested to hear the witnesses’ views on that.

My key question is the security in all three cases.  I know the witnesses have supply coming 
in, for example, in Wexford, for the wind turbines.  How vulnerable are those if we face a ter-
rorist incident in this country again?

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): Who wants to go first?

Mr. Stephen Wheeler: As the Acting Chairman asked me the first question I will start with 
the emissions trading system, ETS.  It must be remembered that the ETS will continue whether 
the outcome is a hard or soft Brexit.  Ireland will continue to trade in that market.  What we will 
see that is different is that the UK will adopt its own policy.  We would look to see that the UK 
would adopt a policy that is aligned to the European Union ETS.  The challenge from a power 
generation point of view is that, on the island of Ireland, if we have a generator in the South 
on an ETS and a generator in the North on a UK tax, they are not aligned.  They are different.  
In effect, it becomes cheaper for one side of the Border, whether it is North or South, to emit 
carbon.  On an all-island basis, we would prefer to see an alignment of that.  We would prefer 
to see them equal on both sides of the Border but that is for the UK Government to determine 
after Brexit.  To be clear, I do not believe there will be a major short-term impact in that regard.  
The Senator asked if we will continue with regard to the climate action plan.  In power genera-
tion, Ireland has a plan to generate 70% of electricity from renewable sources.  The focus now 
is on delivering that. Whether the UK is in the ETS or outside it does not impact that.  We need 
to be clear about that.

The Senator asked about offshore wind.  I have been talking about offshore wind at Oireach-
tas committees for about ten years.  What we have seen in that ten years is a huge improvement 
in technology.  The original machines in the Arklow Bank wind farm, for example, were 4.5 
MW or 5 MW machines.  In terms of the latest auction that took place in the UK only last week, 
the results of which have just been published, we are now talking about 12 MW machines.  The 
first wind farm I built in Cavan was 12 MW versus one 12 MW machine now in offshore.  The 
technology advancement in that and the cost reduction in offshore wind now puts offshore wind 
in poll position to deliver on the scale required for this challenge.

I do not want to take away anything from onshore wind.  We are the largest onshore wind 
operator developer in the country.  Onshore wind projects have been hugely successful in the 
past 15 years.  Ireland, in terms of all the different parties, and EirGrid is the industry policy, 
deserves great credit for the work that has been done on onshore wind but to meet the 70% 
target, onshore wind projects cannot do that alone.  It needs large-scale offshore wind projects 
to complement that.  As a result of the technology advancements and the reduction in price, 
offshore wind is now a credible option for Ireland to hit its 70% target.  Without offshore wind, 
Ireland will not hit its 70% target by 2030.  That is a reality.  The key point now is to advance 
all the strong work mentioned in the climate action plan and deliver on the actions to ensure we 
get to 2023, 2025, 2027 and, in terms of career milestones, all the way to 2030.

We are talking about involving technologies to support the penetration of renewable energy.  
We lose sight of this point, and it is a great credit to EirGrid and to the entire industry that we 
have more than 65% of renewables on the system at any one time.  That is ground-breaking and 
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world-leading.  The target is that when we get to 70%, that will be up as high as 95%.  Ireland 
deserves huge credit for that when we look at the actual investments and the progress that has 
been made in our systems and how we have developed renewables across Europe.  

The challenge going forward is about the back-up.  Renewables now becomes the main 
power source so instead of gas, coal or peat in the past, it will now be renewables.  To back that 
up, at SSE, we believe the answer is high efficiency combined gas turbines, CGTs, because we 
believe gas is the transitional fuel.  Between now and 2050, and we have to get to zero carbon 
by 2050, gas will be a key enabler of more renewables and a higher renewables penetration on 
the system.  The challenge then is how we take carbon out of gas.  Gas is the lowest emitter of 
all carbon fuels in terms of what we are burning currently.  It is much less than coal and peat.  
Coal and peat are coming off the system.  The timetables for that have been clearly set out.  The 
challenge now is how to decarbonise gas.  Gas Networks Ireland has done much work around 
how we move to potentially green hydrogen, for example.  That could become a real element 
of power generation in the future.  The target is to get to 70%.  To get to 70%, we need to have 
back-up and ensured security of supply.  That is where high-efficiency CGTs come in, as well 
as the other advances that are being made in battery technology and other system services.

Senator  Joe O’Reilly: Will Mr. Wheeler comment on wave energy?  I know it is not his 
brief

Mr. Stephen Wheeler: To be fair, I do not want to do an injustice to wave energy; it is not 
my brief.  I believe the environment is the challenge.  It is something we have seen in offshore 
wind but offshore wind is above the water.  Once we go below the water, that environment is 
incredibly challenging.  Technology advances are coming but they are much slower to come 
than offshore wind technology.  That is the reason offshore wind is the one technology that of-
fers scale.

Acting Chairman (Senator Michelle Mulherin): How is the lack of a North-South inter-
connector having an impact on this?

Mr. Michael Mahon: I can speak to interconnection and try to address a couple of the ques-
tions.  The primary focus is to try to reuse existing infrastructure.  As the Senator alluded to 
earlier, innovation is a key part of this and we spent much time over the past number of years 
looking at all the different technologies to maximise existing infrastructure.  There are various 
solutions involving the upgrading of existing lines or using new technology to try to maximise 
the power we can send down the various different lines already around the country.  That work 
is currently taking place and those projects have been set up.

Senator  Joe O’Reilly: Is there any indication there could be a good outcome in terms of 
public concerns?

Mr. Michael Mahon: Much progress has been made on that.  As Mr. Wheeler alluded to 
earlier, the climate action plan is focused on a target of 70% renewable electricity generation 
by 2030.  That means that at some point, for much of the year we need to use a 95% renew-
ables electricity system on the grid as a back-up supply.  That is a major step change.  EirGrid 
launched a new strategy a couple of weeks ago and we need to transform the entire electricity 
grid to be able to cater for all those new generators that will come on-stream.  We are set up 
to deal with the large-scale generation systems around Ireland but we need to connect onshore 
wind, offshore wind and solar power.  To achieve the 70% target, we are looking at bringing 
on an additional 10,000 MW of generation.  That is a large step change that needs onshore and 
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offshore wind, as well as solar power.  If we do not bring them all on-stream between now and 
2030, we will not achieve the aims of the climate action plan.  It is very simple means.  There 
must be new infrastructure and the pinch point or challenge for us may be related to public en-
gagement and getting permission and agreement to build the infrastructure.  It is absolutely key.

The interconnector to France is a key element in this and security of supply is a central part 
of the process.  When we have many forms of renewable energy, there is also the possibility to 
export that renewable generation to France and support the economy here.  At a time of very 
low wind, for example, we also need the benefit of the electricity supply from France to provide 
back-up.  There is also the possibility of back-up from high-efficiency gas generation as well.  
The Celtic interconnector is central to the strategy, as is the North-South interconnector.  Get-
ting to the point where we build those two key projects is absolutely essential to us.  Any other 
interconnection that may be possible between France or the United Kingdom would be a key 
infrastructure project, and that is where we will need much help and engagement.  It is about 
getting through the challenges we have and building those large-scale infrastructure projects 
over the next number of years.

Mr. Rodney Doyle: I can touch on the price element of Brexit.  Mr. Wheeler touched on the 
idea that post Brexit he will continue to run his business and we expect that all the participants 
in the electricity market.  There is great support North and South from both regulatory authori-
ties and departments on the energy side.  The all-island single electricity committee, which gov-
erns the electricity market, has also supported the idea of the continuation of the single electric-
ity market.  The certainty of that market in a post-Brexit environment will provide certainty to 
those generating electricity, those supplying it and price follow-through.

There will be an impact from Brexit but we do not expect it to have a significant impact on 
consumers.  We also expect that in the weeks and months straight after Brexit, the generators 
who trade in the electricity market will find ways of trading with their colleagues in Britain as 
they transform how they trade in a Brexit environment.  That will lead to further efficiencies.  
At the same time we will look at the structures of the market and continue to evolve it, and if 
required, push it further to provide more efficiency.  The structures will be there to provide the 
certainty needed for price stability.  Certainty leads to stability and we are concentrating on 
providing a clear market that people can understand and in which they can trade.

Mr. Denis O’Sullivan: The first question related to LNG and its impact on power genera-
tion.  Currently, Ireland does not have liquefied natural gas facilities and, therefore, it does not 
have an impact.  I do not see an impact either in a post-Brexit scenario unless LNG facilities 
are constructed in Ireland.  I am aware two private companies are certainly investigating the 
potential to develop LNG facilities in Ireland.  Until those facilities are in place, LNG will not 
have an impact on power generation.  As an aside, we have two interconnectors with the United 
Kingdom that operate in parallel.  They have little or no capacity constraint and there is suffi-
cient capacity in them to deliver 100% of Ireland’s electricity requirements if that was the case.  
We came very close to that in summer 2018, with more than 90% of electricity being produced 
from gas.  Other areas are supplied by gas, including heat and industry.

I agree with the previous speaker that from a gas perspective, I do not foresee any impact 
on pricing in a no-deal Brexit scenario.  As I mentioned in my opening statement, we are reas-
sured by shippers, network operators and through the work we have done with our counterparts 
with the United Kingdom.  This relates to the mechanisms in place, the platform for booking 
capacity and the idea that how trading of gas operates will continue in the same way.  The risk 
relates to a significant economic shock arising from Brexit.  From a gas perspective, if that 



30

SSWUKEU

materialised it would not have an impact on pricing.  We can go back to 2008, when we had a 
serious economic shock, and there was no significant impact on energy pricing in general, and 
there was certainly no impact on gas pricing.

Senator Paul Daly asked if we can meet demand and we can do so in a post-Brexit scenario 
for reasons similar to those I have outlined.  The same mechanism operating today for gas will 
operate post Brexit and gas supplies will come into the country.  The Kinsale gas field is at end 
of life and we expect it to stop producing next year.  The volumes it is producing now are quite 
small.  The Corrib gas field, as I mentioned earlier, is under 50% of our current supply and that 
will decline over the next ten to 15 years.  At the end of that period, we will be fully reliant 
on the interconnectors to supply our requirements for gas unless there is a further indigenous 
source of gas put in place.

In my opening statement I touched on the work we are doing to mitigate a position where 
we would be 100% dependent on imported gas.  That will happen through the development of 
alternatives, such as renewable gas and hydrogen through electrolysis, which is taking excess 
renewable electricity and converting it to hydrogen.  We see a bright future in that but it will 
require the co-operation of several bodies to come together and make that happen, as was men-
tioned.  To respond to Senator O’Reilly’s query on Virginia Transport, I am very familiar with 
it and we are working in partnership with it to provide compressed natural gas infrastructure.  
Virginia Transport is proposing to build a new station on which we are working with it.  The 
certified renewable gas it bought from the UK was delivered through the gas network.  This is 
a huge opportunity.  We opened a large compressed natural gas station in Dublin Port last year 
and another will open on the M7 motorway in the coming weeks.  Several others are in develop-
ment.  This is at an early stage but we will roll out the infrastructure.

Initially, these stations will operate on natural gas, which will give an immediate 20% re-
duction on emissions over the use of diesel in these vehicles.  They do not have a range issue.  
Refuelling a compressed natural gas truck takes three to four minutes, which is the same time 
it takes to refuel a diesel truck.  The real opportunity here is to transition from natural gas to re-
newable gas.  We have not sought supports or subsidies for this.  I believe supports are required 
for the haulage industry and the bus sector to cover the cost of transitioning fleets and should be 
introduced.  The task force on low-emission vehicles is looking at introducing supports where 
companies have incurred costs in taking the initiative to move to lower emission vehicles or 
emission neutral vehicles whereby they would get the same incentives as exist for electric cars 
and so on.

Senator O’Reilly also asked about the carbon footprint of introducing these measures.  The 
gas network has a low carbon footprint as it is, with 100% renewable gas.  This year, for the 
first time, we introduced some renewable gas on the network and we hope to increase this.  The 
climate action plan calls for targets and mechanisms to be put in place to facilitate it.  Our goal 
is to have a carbon-neutral gas network by 2050.  There is a pathway to it and we have already 
started on it.  We have commenced the roll-out of compressed natural gas and the injection of 
renewable gas onto the network.

There are other technologies that are complementary to the electricity sector, such as carbon 
capture and storage.  Recently, we signed a memorandum of understanding with Equinor in 
Norway to investigate jointly the potential of capturing carbon from power generation plants 
and storing that carbon.  In other words, in its simplest terms, this means taking the energy out 
of the gas and putting the carbon back where the gas came from.  This technology also facili-
tates the production of hydrogen, which we see coming to the fore probably towards the latter 
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part of the next decade and into 2030 and being a significant contributor.  Overall, our ambition 
is to become a carbon-neutral gas network by 2050.

With regard to security of supply, the interconnectors we have with the UK are extremely 
robust.  They have been there since 1993 and we have not had a single outage on them - touch 
wood.  The fact we completed a twinning of the last section of pipeline in Scotland last year 
gives two completely independent interconnectors with Scotland and puts us in a very robust 
position in terms of security of supply.  Having that said, any new forms of gas coming on the 
network outside of those interconnectors will enhance security of supply and possibly bring 
more competition into the market, which is always welcome.

I do not think there is a security issue.  We are very much interdependent with the UK, 
particularly with regard to Northern Ireland systems.  Natural gas flows into Northern Ireland 
initially via our network in Scotland and then through the Scotland and Northern Ireland in-
terconnector.  Because it is a single pipe, the backup for this interconnector is the South-North 
pipeline from the Republic of Ireland to Northern Ireland.  This means gas would be flowing 
from the Republic of Ireland into Northern Ireland.  The mechanisms for all his are in place.  I 
cannot comment on potential terrorist activities but from a practical point of view, the normal 
working of the gas network is what we will see in a post-Brexit scenario.

Senator  Gerard P. Craughwell: Would it be fair to assume that all three organisations 
have at least engaged with the security forces?  One of the things an unstable political situation 
may cause, and we have already seen some of it in Derry with the shooting of a journalist, is a 
rise in dissident behaviour.  One way to cripple a country is to hit energy supplies.  I want the 
public to be satisfied that at least the companies have engaged with security forces.  It is some-
thing of which we are all aware; I am not drawing it down on top of them and far be it from me 
to do so.  It is something we must be aware of, however.

Mr. Denis O’Sullivan: It is certainly an interesting point and the answer is absolutely yes.  
We engage on a regular basis and we run through various scenarios of potential incidents hap-
pening.  Because we operate in Scotland, Northern Ireland and the Republic of Ireland, we 
interact with all the security forces in those jurisdictions.  There is also a Government task force 
on this very subject of which we are all part.  It meets on a regular basis and we go through 
various potential scenarios.  In so far as we can pre-empt and plan for these things those plans 
are in place.

Ms Marian Troy: Carbon tax and increasing costs for consumers were mentioned, as was 
the debate between penalising and incentivising customers.  In truth, what we have at present 
is probably a bit of a mix of both.  We are heartened to hear the increased carbon tax revenues 
will be recycled to help customers to reduce their bills because showing people the avenues by 
which they can reduce their carbon consumption is the real way we will decarbonise.

We are very heartened by how the Citizens’ Assembly was supportive of the carbon tax 
measure and decarbonisation.  With the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland we have been 
working with our suppliers to engage with customers on insulating homes, upgrading boilers 
and so on.  A number of suppliers are involved in providing microgeneration facilities to cus-
tomers, including ourselves.  The new smart metering projects will give customers more con-
trol.  The ethos is that these tools will allow them to reduce their carbon consumption.  There 
is probably a job for all of us to communicate that this is the behavioural change these policy 
instruments are designed to drive.
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A question was asked about cross-Border agencies and how the Good Friday Agreement 
has created this framework.  We see in the single electricity market that the structures we have 
created are what have enabled the market of which we are all supportive.  To answer the ques-
tion as to what politicians can do to help on this, it is to remain committed to it and the various 
policy instruments that support it, such as carbon pricing.

Acting Chairman  (Senator  Michelle Mulherin): A vote has been called in the Seanad, 
which is more timely on this occasion.  I thank the witnesses for taking the time to engage with 
the committee and update us.  We appreciate them sharing their thoughts.  It all feeds into the 
ongoing situation that is Brexit.

The select committee adjourned at 4.50 p.m. until 2 p.m. on Wednesday, 23 October 2019.


