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Abstract 

Energy is the lifeblood of any society and economy. Citizens and businesses 

require constant, secure supplies of affordable energy for their daily activities. 

Energy policies today must also take account of climate obligations and other 

supra-national developments.  
 

The Government has set out a vision of Ireland’s future energy policy which 

centres on a transition to a low carbon energy system by 2050. This Spotlight 

highlights potential challenges and opportunities in this area, looks at recent 

trends in energy supply and demand, and provides an overview of relevant 

policy developments over the last decade. 
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Summary 

Energy policy has traditionally been orientated towards ensuring a secure and affordable supply of 

energy. Over time, other factors, such as fossil fuel divestment and reducing carbon emissions, 

have become increasingly prominent. 

Ireland is currently embarking on an “energy transition”. The Government’s energy White Paper 

(2015) sets out a framework for energy policy to 2030 and outlines a transition to a low carbon 

energy system for Ireland by 2050. Significantly, it is the first time an Irish government has outlined 

a path to the eventual elimination of fossil fuels from our energy system. The Government has also 

recently detailed its commitments to transition Ireland to a low-carbon and climate-resilient society 

in the National Development Plan 2018-2027.  

National energy policy does not, however, operate in a vacuum. There is a close interaction 

between energy and climate policies, with Ireland’s European and international climate obligations 

an important consideration when formulating energy policy. In this context, energy and climate 

policy in Ireland have operated under one Government Department since 2016, the Department of 

Communications, Climate Action and Environment.  

The influence of energy policy at EU level is also apparent on national policy. The EU has long 

worked on creating an internal energy market in order to make cross-border trading of electricity 

and natural gas easier, more transparent and more efficient. An EU Energy Union, which aims to 

provide secure, sustainable, competitive, affordable energy for Member States, is a current priority 

of the European Commission. The integration of the Internal Energy Market (IEM) for electricity 

and natural gas is one of the most important parts of the Energy Union initiative. 

Ireland also co-operates closely with Northern Ireland on energy matters. An all-island wholesale 

Single Electricity Market (SEM) operates on the island of Ireland. The SEM became one of the first 

of its kind in Europe when it combined what were two separate jurisdictional electricity markets. 

Energy security, i.e. having uninterrupted availability of energy sources at an affordable price, is 

considered a key element of overall energy policy. The degree to which a country sources its 

energy externally can be significant. Ireland was the 10th most energy dependent EU Member 

State in 2016, importing 69.1% of the energy it consumed, a sharp decline from 2015 when it 

imported 88.6% (4th most dependent). This consumption level further declined to 66% in 2017 

though Ireland’s 2017 ranking compared to other EU Member States is not yet available. The cost 

of such energy imports can influence a country's competitiveness and growth potential. Ireland’s 

energy market is particularly heavily reliant on its connection to the UK market, a significant factor 

in the context of Brexit, the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union. . 

In this Spotlight, the L&RS references the most up to date data at time of publication.  
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Introduction 

The critical importance of energy for a country cannot be overstated. Citizens and business need 
secure, affordable and continuous supplies of energy to allow them carry out their daily activities. 
However, Ireland remains heavily dependent on external sources to meet its energy requirements.  

Such dependency can make a country more vulnerable to external shocks. Geo-political 
developments also have a bearing on energy policy development. For example, the decision of the 
UK to withdraw from the EU (Brexit) could increase Ireland’s energy vulnerabilities, especially 
given our existing lack of interconnection to any other country. 

In this context, and also in light of Ireland’s EU and international climate obligations which 
themselves are interlinked with energy issues, formulating appropriate energy policy is perhaps 
more important than ever. It, therefore, appears this is a timely opportunity to assess Ireland’s 
energy policy, in addition to potential future challenges and opportunities in this area. 

This Spotlight provides an overview of current Irish energy policy, how this is shaped by 
developments at EU level and outlines the interaction between energy and climate policies. Key 
international developments, including Brexit, are assessed for their impact on Ireland’s energy 
system. This Spotlight is structured as follows: 
 

 Overview of energy policy in Ireland and the EU; 

 Energy supply and demand trends in Ireland; 

 Challenges and opportunities for future energy policy; 

 Energy security; 

 Meeting climate commitments; 

 Energy costs and their significance; 

 Sectoral issues – selected examples; and 

 Physical infrastructure and employment opportunities. 

Overview of energy policy in Ireland and the EU 

Ireland’s energy policy 

The traditional goals of energy policy are to maintain a secure energy supply and to deliver energy 

needs at a minimum cost to consumers.1 Reducing dependency on fossil fuels, lowering carbon 

emissions and taking advantage of energy efficiency initiatives now also feature, to varying 

degrees, in energy policy. 

Ireland is currently embarking on what has been described as an “energy transition”.2 Specifically, 

the most recent energy White Paper (2015)3 sets out a vision of transformation of Ireland’s energy 

system to a low carbon one by 2050. 

                                                
1
 ESRI, 2014.  Irish Energy Policy: An Analysis of Current Issues. Available at https://www.esri.ie/pubs/RS37.pdf  

2
 DCCAE webpage, Frequently Asked Questions. Available at http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/topics/Energy-
Initiatives/energy-policy-framework/white-paper/Pages/Energy-White-Paper-FAQs.aspx. 

3
 Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (2015) Ireland’s Transition to a Low Carbon Energy 
Future, 2015-2030,  December 2015. Available at 
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Energy%20White%20Paper%20-%20Dec%202015.pdf   

https://www.esri.ie/pubs/RS37.pdf
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/topics/Energy-Initiatives/energy-policy-framework/white-paper/Pages/Energy-White-Paper-FAQs.aspx
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/topics/Energy-Initiatives/energy-policy-framework/white-paper/Pages/Energy-White-Paper-FAQs.aspx
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Energy%20White%20Paper%20-%20Dec%202015.pdf
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Key actors in Irish energy policy 

The Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment (DCCAE) is 

responsible for a number of sectors, including energy.4 Creating and implementing policies in order 

to protect and manage Ireland’s energy supply is a key part of its role. The DCCAE formulates 

energy policy. According to its Statement of Strategy 2016-20195 the high level objective in respect 

of “Climate Action and Energy” is to: 

“enable the State, within EU and global frameworks, to pursue and achieve transition to a 

low-carbon, climate-resilient and environmentally sustainable economy, underpinned by a 

secure and competitive energy supply, in the period to 2050”. 

 

The DCCAE is also responsible for overseeing matters relating to the governance of certain state 

bodies. The Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU)6 is one of three regulators under the 

aegis of the Department.7 The CRU is Ireland’s independent energy regulator and since 2014, the 

economic regulator of the Irish public water and wastewater sector. Its powers and functions have 

expanded over time and it now has a wide range of economic, consumer protection and safety 

responsibilities in energy. Its primary economic responsibilities in energy are to regulate the Irish 

electricity and natural gas sectors, covering electricity generation, electricity and gas networks, and 

electricity and gas supply activities.8 The Energy Act 2016 confers significant investigative powers 

on the Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU). The aim of the CRU's economic role is to 

protect the interests of energy customers and maintain security of supply. It also promotes 

competition in the generation and supply of electricity and supply of natural gas. In addition, the 

CRU jointly regulates the all-island wholesale Single Electricity Market (SEM) with the Utility 

Regulator of Northern Ireland. 
 

The Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) is a State body involved in the energy 

sector. The SEAI has a number of policy advisory and technical support roles for energy policy 

development and delivery. These include delivery, maintenance, and co-ordination of:9 

 Energy modelling, policy analysis and advice to inform policy making, programme design 

and reporting against EU energy efficiency and renewable energy targets; 

 Official national and sectoral statistics for energy production, transformation and end use; 

and 

 Energy related research to inform the next generation of technology development and 

development of effective energy policies and measures. 

 

                                                
4
 The other sectors being communications, climate action, environment and natural resources. 

5
 DCCAE, 2017. Statement of Strategy 2016-2019, available at http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/news-and-
media/publications/Documents/20/Statement%20of%20Strategy%202016-2019.pdf . 

6
 In October 2017, the CER announced it had changed its name to the Commission for Regulation of Utilities to “fully 
reflect its broadened remit and mission to regulate energy, energy safety and water in the public interest”. 
Consequently, this Spotlight mostly refers to the CRU for the sake of clarity. Reference citations directing readers to the 
old CER website were correct at the time of writing. 

7
 The full list of State Bodies under the responsibility of the Department is available here. 

8
 CRU webpage, What we do. Available at https://www.cru.ie/home/about-cru/what-we-do/ 

9
 See SEAI website at http://www.seai.ie/about/policies/. 

http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/news-and-media/publications/Documents/20/Statement%20of%20Strategy%202016-2019.pdf
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/news-and-media/publications/Documents/20/Statement%20of%20Strategy%202016-2019.pdf
https://www.cru.ie/2017/10/06/commission-for-energy-regulation-becomes-commission-for-regulation-of-utilities/
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/about-us/our-structure/state-bodies/Pages/State%20Bodies.aspx
https://www.cru.ie/home/about-cru/what-we-do/
https://www.cru.ie/home/about-cru/what-we-do/
http://www.seai.ie/about/policies/
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A special Oireachtas Joint Committee on Climate Action10 was established (3 July 2018) to 

consider the third report and recommendations of the Citizens’ Assembly entitled ‘How the State 

can make Ireland a Leader in tackling Climate Change’11 (18 April 2018) as well as to engage with 

Secretaries General of relevant Government Departments and other key climate change 

stakeholders to determine what actions Ireland needs to take to become a climate change leader. 

The Committee is expected to report its conclusions and recommendations to both Houses of the 

Oireachtas by 31 January 2019. This report will also inform Ireland’s final National Energy and 

Climate Plan (NECP). The draft NECP is currently being prepared by the DCCAE (consultation on 

the preparation of the initial draft NECP took place from 9 October to 12 November 201812 ). 

Ireland must submit an initial draft NECP to the Commission by 31 December 2018. The European 

Commission may issue recommendations on the draft up until 30 June 2019 and the final NECP 

must be published by 31 December 2019.  

Green and White Papers on energy 

There have been a number of White and Green Papers on energy policy over recent years: 

 December 2015: White Paper, Ireland’s Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future 2015-

2030); 

 May 2014: Green Paper. Green Paper on Energy Policy in Ireland; and  

 March 2007: White Paper, Delivering a Sustainable Energy Future for Ireland. 

The 2015 White Paper sets out a framework to guide policy and actions that the Government 

intends to take in the energy sector up to 2030.13 It also outlines a transition to a low carbon 

energy system by 2050. It is significant as it is the first time a government has proposed the 

eventual elimination of fossil fuels from Ireland’s energy system.14 

The 2015 White Paper’s stated objective is to “guide a transition to a low carbon energy system, 

which provides secure supplies of competitive and affordable energy to our citizens and 

businesses” as Ireland progresses towards a low carbon energy system. In doing so, it takes into 

account European and international climate change objectives and agreements, as well as Irish 

social, economic and employment priorities.15 
 

All-island Single Electricity Market (SEM) 

In November 2007, the SEM came into effect with the trading of wholesale electricity in Ireland and 

Northern Ireland functioning on an all-island basis. The SEM is a wholesale electricity market that 

                                                
10

 The Committee webpage is available on Oireachtas.ie at www.oireachtas.ie/en/committees/32/climate-action/.  
11

 Citizens Assembly, 2018.  How the State can make Ireland a Leader in tackling Climate Change, April 2018, available 
at https://www.citizensassembly.ie/en/How-the-State-can-make-Ireland-a-leader-in-tackling-climate-change/Final-

Report-on-how-the-State-can-make-Ireland-a-leader-in-tackling-climate-change/Climate-Change-Report-Final.pdf. 
12

 Consultation documents and submissions received are available on the DCCAE website at: 
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/consultations/Pages/Initial-Consultation-NECP-2021-2030.aspx   

13
 Described as a high-level energy “policy framework” rather than an operational programme, the White Paper does not 
set specific targets or detailed policy measures. It explains that “detailed policy proposals can be found in specific work 
programmes, some of which are under development or are already being implemented”. 

14
 DCCAE press release, Energy White Paper sets ambitious course for carbon-free energy sector. 16

th
 December 2015. 

Available at http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/news-and-media/press-releases/Pages/Energy-White-Paper-sets-ambitious-
course-for-a-carbon-free-energy-sector.aspx. 

15
 Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (2015) Ireland’s Transition to a Low Carbon Energy 
Future, 2015-2030,  December 2015. Available at 
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Energy%20White%20Paper%20-%20Dec%202015.pdf  

https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Energy%20White%20Paper%20-%20Dec%202015.pdf
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Energy%20White%20Paper%20-%20Dec%202015.pdf
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/DCENRGreenPaperonEnergyPolicyinIreland.pdf
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/1_EnergyWhitePaper12March2007.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/en/committees/32/climate-action/
https://www.citizensassembly.ie/en/How-the-State-can-make-Ireland-a-leader-in-tackling-climate-change/Final-Report-on-how-the-State-can-make-Ireland-a-leader-in-tackling-climate-change/Climate-Change-Report-Final.pdf
https://www.citizensassembly.ie/en/How-the-State-can-make-Ireland-a-leader-in-tackling-climate-change/Final-Report-on-how-the-State-can-make-Ireland-a-leader-in-tackling-climate-change/Climate-Change-Report-Final.pdf
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/consultations/Pages/Initial-Consultation-NECP-2021-2030.aspx
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/news-and-media/press-releases/Pages/Energy-White-Paper-sets-ambitious-course-for-a-carbon-free-energy-sector.aspx
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/news-and-media/press-releases/Pages/Energy-White-Paper-sets-ambitious-course-for-a-carbon-free-energy-sector.aspx
https://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Energy%20White%20Paper%20-%20Dec%202015.pdf
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allows energy to be freely tradeable across the island of Ireland. It serves to reduce the cost of 

electricity whilst enhancing security of supply and reliability. 

All electricity across the island is bought and sold through a single pool, which has increased 

competition, efficiency and security of supply.16 The operation of the single wholesale market 

requires the physical connection of the grids in Northern Ireland and Ireland. The design of the 

SEM includes two main components - energy and capacity.  The SEM became one of the first of 

its kind in Europe when it combined what were two separate jurisdictional electricity markets over a 

decade ago.17 The SEM has been undergoing a major programme of amendment in order to make 

it consistent, and more integrated, with the Target Model for electricity markets emerging at EU 

level. This amendment project, known as I-SEM (i.e. "Integrated SEM"), is being led by the energy 

regulators in Ireland (Commission for Regulation of Utilities) and Northern Ireland (the Utility 

Regulator). I-SEM went “live” on 1 October 2018.  

Figure 1: Overview of the SEM 

 

Source: CER, 2011, CER Factsheet on the Single Electricity Market. Note: System Marginal Price (SMP). 
 

Other relevant policy development 

A number of other policy developments that have taken place in recent years are outlined in this 

section.  

The Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act 2015 placed national climate policy in 

legislation with the ultimate aim of pursuing the transition to a low carbon, climate resilient and 

environmentally sustainable economy by 2050. It envisages Irish GHG emissions being at least 

80% lower (compared to 1990) by 2050.To achieve this transition, a key provision of the Act 

requires the Minister to devise a National Mitigation Plan (NMP) to reduce GHG emissions, a 

National Adaptation Framework (NAF) to respond to changes caused by climate change and 

Sectoral Adaptation Plans (SAP), with each plan reviewed every five years.  
 

A new Climate Change Advisory Council18 was also established under the Act. The Council is an 

                                                
16

 Utility Regulator webpage, SEM. Available at https://www.uregni.gov.uk/sem.  
17

 CER, 2011. CER Factsheet on the Single Electricity Market. Available at https://www.cru.ie/wp-

content/uploads/2011/07/cer11075.pdf. 
18

 More information available at http://www.climatecouncil.ie/. 

https://www.uregni.gov.uk/sem
https://www.cru.ie/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/cer11075.pdf
https://www.cru.ie/wp-content/uploads/2011/07/cer11075.pdf
http://www.climatecouncil.ie/
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independent advisory body tasked with assessing and advising on how Ireland is making the 

transition to a low carbon, climate resilient and environmentally sustainable economy by 2050.19 Its 

first Periodic Review Report 2017 (published in July 2017) suggests that “Ireland is unlikely to 

meet its 2020 targets for reducing greenhouse gas emissions by a substantial margin” and that “it 

is urgent that effective additional policies are implemented to place the economy on an 

environmentally sustainable pathway to a low-carbon Ireland in 2050”.20 The Council published its 

first Annual Review21 in December 2017, which repeated concerns that Ireland is not on track to 

meet its 2020 targets or to decarbonise its economy by 2050. The Energy Act 2016 confers 

significant investigative powers on the Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU). The Act also 

includes provisions to facilitate the development and implementation of the Integrated Single 

Electricity Market (I-SEM), which amends the existing SEM.22 

The first statutory National Mitigation Plan (NMP)23 was published by the DCCAE in July 2017.24 

The plan contains a series of mitigation measures and actions for Ireland, aimed at addressing the 

challenge of reducing greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions in line with commitments to 2020. It also 

begins the process of developing medium to long term options to facilitate actions that may be 

required in future decades to achieve significant decarbonisation in Ireland. 

The NMP covers GHG emissions in four sectors:  

 Electricity generation; 

 The built environment;  

 Transport and agriculture forest; and  

 Land use.  
 

The NMP sets out, for each sector, the policy context, GHG emissions trends, opportunities and 

challenges, mitigation measures currently in place and under development and specific actions to 

take forward work within those sectors. However, the Government has acknowledged that the 

measures set out in the NMP are insufficient to meet Ireland’s GHG emissions targets. 25  

On 16 February 2018 the Government published Project Ireland 2040. Project Ireland 2040 

comprises two reports – the National Planning Framework (NPF) and the National Development 

Plan 2018-2027 (NDP).  The National Development Plan is a 10-year, €116 billion programme 

underpinning the National Planning Framework (NPF). The capital will be used to upgrade 

                                                
19

 Climate Change Advisory Council webpage, About the Council. Available at http://www.climatecouncil.ie/aboutus/.  
20

 Climate Change Advisory Council, 2017. Periodic Review Report 2017. Available at 
http://www.climatecouncil.ie/media/CCAC_REVIEWREPORT2017.pdf  

21
 Ibid.  

22
 The I-SEM is a new wholesale electricity market arrangement for Ireland and Northern Ireland, developed to meet the 
requirements of the European “Target Model” for electricity market integration. The new market arrangements are 
designed to integrate the all-island electricity market with European electricity markets and align it with the EU’s Third 
Energy Package. The SEM introduced in 2007 had some technical features which are incompatible with the EU’s plans 
to harmonise electricity markets in Member States by specifying a Target Model for electricity markets across the EU. 
Hence, changes to the market were required and new market arrangements for the all-island wholesale electricity 
market developed. 

23
 DCCAE, 2017. National Migration Plan, July 2017 available at 

http://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/National%20Mitigation%20Plan%202017.pdf  
24

 The Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act, 2015 provides for two statutory plans to guide policy in relation 
to greenhouse gas emission (GHG) reduction and climate change adaption in Ireland – the National Mitigation Plan 
and the National Adaption Framework (NAF). 

25
 Oireachtas, 2018. Dáil debate on the Annual Transition Statements, 4 December [online]. Available at:  
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/seanad/2018-12-04/11/ [accessed on 18.12.2018] 

http://www.climatecouncil.ie/aboutus/
http://www.climatecouncil.ie/media/CCAC_REVIEWREPORT2017.pdf
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/National%20Mitigation%20Plan%202017.pdf
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2015/act/46/enacted/en/html
https://www.oireachtas.ie/en/debates/debate/seanad/2018-12-04/11/
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Ireland’s infrastructure in anticipation of the population increase.26 The NDP includes for the 

National Strategic Outcome to transition to a low carbon and climate resilient society. It has 

committed funding of €21.8 billion (€7.6 billion Exchequer / €14.2 billion non-Exchequer) to achieve 

this. A number of the measures proposed relate to energy and include investment in energy 

efficiency such as retrofitting homes, increasing the number of electric vehicles on the road, 

phasing out the use of coal at Moneypoint and peat at Bord na Mona power plants, increased 

interconnectivity and the new support schemes for Renewable Electricity (RESS) and Renewable 

Heat. 

Interaction between energy and climate policies 

Following the formation of a new Government in May 2016, energy and climate policy were 

integrated under one Department. The transfer of the environment function from the previously 

named Department of Environment, Community and Local Government27 to what was at the time 

called the Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources was said to allow “the 

synergies between climate and sustainable energy policy to be fully realised”.28 The responsible 

Department was renamed the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment 

(DCCAE).29  

A number of high level policy documents also point to a link between climate and energy policies. 

For example, the DCCAE’s high level objective for “Climate Action and Energy” discusses 

achieving transition to a low-carbon, climate-resilient and environmentally sustainable economy, 

underpinned by a secure and competitive energy supply, in the period to 2050. The 2015 White 

Paper also outlines a vision of transforming Ireland’s energy system to a low carbon one by 2050. 

This transformation is said to be “required to meet our climate policy obligations”, highlighting the 

link between these areas.30 The 2016 Programme for a Partnership Government expresses the 

view that “Ireland’s long-term interests are best supported by further decreasing our dependence 

on foreign fossil fuels through the continued development of indigenous renewable energy”.31 

Ireland is currently committed to reducing emissions and increasing the share of energy which 

comes from renewable sources. Greater use of renewable energy is generally regarded as one 

way in which a country can contribute to lowering its carbon emissions. At present, approximately 

8.1% of energy use in Ireland comes from renewables, leaving some distance to the target of 16% 

to come from renewable sources in 2020.32 The Government has also set itself a target of 40% 

electricity production from renewable sources by 2020. 

                                                
26

 DHPLG, 2018. Reimagining our country: Government launches €116 billion Project Ireland 2040, 16 February [online]. 
Available at: http://npf.ie/project-ireland-2040-launched/ [accessed on 04.04.2018]  

27
 Renamed the Department of Housing, Planning, Community and Local Government with effect from 23 July 2016. See 
http://www.housing.gov.ie/corporate/organisation/history-department/history  

28
 Irish Times, 2016. Renamed department to include ‘environment’ in title. Available at 
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/oireachtas/renamed-department-to-include-environment-in-title-1.2669243 

29
 Renamed as the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment by S.I. No. 421/2016 - 
Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (Alteration of Name of Department and Title of Minister) Order 2016. 

30
 White Paper Ireland's Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future 2015-2030, p. 7. 

31
 A Programme for a Partnership Government, p. 123. Available at 
http://www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Work_Of_The_Department/Programme_for_Government/A_Programme_for_a_Partne
rship_Government.pdf  

32
 The overall 16% renewables target is comprised of contributions from renewable energy in electricity (RES-E), 
renewable energy in transport (RES-T) and renewable energy for heat and cooling (RES-H). 

http://npf.ie/project-ireland-2040-launched/
http://www.housing.gov.ie/corporate/organisation/history-department/history
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/oireachtas/renamed-department-to-include-environment-in-title-1.2669243
http://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/oireachtas/renamed-department-to-include-environment-in-title-1.2669243
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2016/si/421/made/en/print
http://www.irishstatutebook.ie/eli/2016/si/421/made/en/print
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Energy%20White%20Paper%20-%20Dec%202015.pdf
http://www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Work_Of_The_Department/Programme_for_Government/A_Programme_for_a_Partnership_Government.pdf
http://www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Work_Of_The_Department/Programme_for_Government/A_Programme_for_a_Partnership_Government.pdf
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EU energy policy 

Energy is one of a number of shared competences33 between the EU and Member States.34 EU 

policy is currently based on three pillars (known as the “energy trilemma”):  

 Competition;  

 Sustainability; and  

 Security of supply. 
 

The influence of developments at EU level is apparent in the formulation of national policy. For 

example, the 2015 White Paper itself acknowledges that “this national energy policy framework 

has been developed in the context of the significant role played by European institutions in 

determining energy policy, markets, and regulation”. It also takes account of European and 

international climate change objectives and agreements. 

The EU has been working for a number of years to create an internal energy market in order to 

make cross-border trading of electricity and gas easier, more transparent and more efficient. Three 

legislative packages were adopted in an effort to harmonise and liberalise the internal European 

energy market between 1996 and 2009. These addressed issues of market access, transparency 

and regulation, consumer protection, supporting interconnection, and adequate levels of supply. 

The EU’s First Energy Package (adopted in 1996) was aimed at gradually opening up Member 

States’ gas and electricity markets to competition. The Second Energy Package (2003) introduced 

additional rules intended to fully liberalise the energy sector. The Third Package (2009) included 

rules on the separation of energy supply and generation from the operation of transmission 

networks (unbundling), the independence of national energy regulators, and retail markets. It also 

established the Agency for the Cooperation of Energy Regulators (ACER) to help national 

regulators work together. The CRU is a member of ACER.35  

More recently, in February 2015, the European Commission adopted its strategy for a European 

Energy Union to co-ordinate the transformation of European energy supply. It aims to provide 

secure, sustainable, competitive, affordable energy in the EU. Energy Union is one of the current 

priorities of the European Commission. The integration of the Internal Energy Market (IEM) for 

electricity and gas is one of the most important parts of the Energy Union initiative.  

The other closely related and mutually reinforcing dimensions are:  

 security, solidarity and trust;  

 energy efficiency;  

 climate action - decarbonising the economy; and  

 research, innovation and competitiveness. 

 

 

                                                
33

 "Shared competence" means that both the EU and its Member States may adopt legally binding acts in the area 
concerned. However, the Member States can do so only where the EU has not exercised its competence or has 
explicitly ceased to do so. See http://ec.europa.eu/citizens-initiative/public/competences/faq#q3. 

34
 As energy policy was not constituted as a separate policy domain in the treaties at the time, legal competences 
concerning environmental policy and the internal market programme were used to propose early energy legislation. 

35
 See http://www.acer.europa.eu/en/the_agency/organisation/board_of_regulators/pages/bor-members.aspx. 

http://ec.europa.eu/citizens-initiative/public/competences/faq#q3
http://www.acer.europa.eu/en/the_agency/organisation/board_of_regulators/pages/bor-members.aspx
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Energy supply and demand trends in Ireland 

Ireland’s energy dependency 

Energy dependency shows the extent to which an economy relies upon imports in order to meet its 

energy needs.36  It is important as it can, for example, have implications for security of supply and 

other energy policy goals. Over-reliance on a particular fuel, as illustrated in a country’s fuel mix, 

may also exacerbate the impact of any price increases or disruptions to supply in that fuel. 

Ireland was the 10th most energy dependent EU Member State in 2016, importing 69.1% of the 

energy it consumed, behind Spain (9th), Portugal, Greece, Belgium, Lithuania, Italy, Luxembourg, 

Cyprus and Malta (1st). The EU-28 average is 53.6%. The comparison is illustrated below: 

 

Figure 2: Energy dependency – ranking (2016) 

 

Source: Eurostat, Energy dependence database. Note: The 2017 figure for Ireland is 66% according to SEAI (2018) 
Energy in Ireland – 2018 Report, p.44, However, data is not available for other years.  
 

However, Ireland’s import dependency has varied over time, peaking in 2006 at over 90%. Most 

recently, it has fallen sharply due to the start of indigenous natural gas production from the Corrib 

gas field which has significantly reduced gas imports. In 2017, natural gas imports were €4 billion, 

compared to €3.4 billion in 2016, €4.6 billion in 2015, and €5.7 billion in 2014. Ireland’s energy 

import dependency over time and comparison with the EU-28 is illustrated overleaf.   

                                                
36

 As defined by Eurostat webpage, Energy dependence. Available at https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-
datasets/-/T2020_RD320  
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https://www.seai.ie/resources/publications/Energy-in-Ireland-2018.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/T2020_RD320
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/T2020_RD320
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Figure 3: Energy import dependency – Ireland and EU-28 performance compared (1990-2016*) 

 
Source: Eurostat, Energy dependence database. 
* 2017 figures for Ireland (but not the rest of the EU)  are detailed in SEAI (2018) Energy in Ireland – 2018 Report, p. 44. 
 
 

Energy supply 

The SEAI’s37 Energy in Ireland annual reports provide information on Ireland’s energy supply and 

final energy demand since 1990. The former is discussed in terms of changes to the total primary 

energy requirement (TPER), defined as the total amount of energy used in Ireland in any given 

year, i.e. primary energy consumption.38 Final energy demand is the amount of energy used 

directly by final consumers.  In 2017, TPER grew 0.5%. fossil fuels accounted for 90.2% of all 

energy consumed in Ireland in that year, down from 96.6% in 2005.  

Figure 4: Shares of TPER fuels (2005 and 2017 compared) – overall  

 
Source: SEAI, 2018. Energy in Ireland - 2017 report, Table 2, p. 14. 

                                                
37

 The Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland was established as Ireland's national energy authority under the 
Sustainable Energy Act 2002. It publishes regular statistical information on energy in Ireland. 

38
 The report explains that “this includes the energy requirements for the conversion of primary sources of energy into 
forms that are useful for the final consumer, for example electricity generation and oil refining. These conversion 
activities are not all directly related to the level of economic activity that drives energy use but are dependent to a large 
extent, as in the case of electricity, on the efficiency of the transformation process and the technologies involved”. 

https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/web/products-datasets/-/T2020_RD320
https://www.seai.ie/resources/publications/Energy-in-Ireland-2018.pdf
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In 2017, oil alone accounted for 48% of Ireland’s fuel, followed by natural gas (29.8%) and coal 

(7.6%). This order has remained unchanged compared to 2005.   

 

Figure 5: Shares of TPER fuels (2005 and 2017 compared) – breakdown by TPER fuel type 

 

Source: SEAI, 2018. Energy in Ireland – 2018 report, Table 2, p. 14. 
 

The growth rate to, and in, 2017 are illustrated below, as well as the comparative shares in 2005 

and 2017.  

Table 1: Growth rates, quantities and shares of TPER fuels 

 
Growth % 

Average annual 
growth rate % 

Shares % 

2005 - 2017 2017 2005 2017 
Fossil fuels (total) -14.7 -1.6 96.6 90.2 

Coal -41.6 -19.8 11.9 7.6 

Peat -12.2 -5.3 5.0 4.8 

Oil -23.9 0.5 57.6 48.0 

Natural gas 23.2 1.5 22.1 29.8 

Renewables (total) 263.8 18.9 2.3 9.3 

Hydro 9.6 1.6 0.3 0.4 

Wind 569.5 21.1 0.6 4.4 

Biomass 109.6 13.2 1.1 2.6 

Other renewables 572.8 27.1 0.3 1.9 

Non-renewable (wastes) - 89.6 - 0.9 

Electricity imports (net) -133.2 -4.7 1.1 -0.4 

Total -8.7 0.5 100 100 

Source: SEAI, 2018. Energy in Ireland – 2018 report, Table 2, p. 14. 

 

Primary energy supply is said to give a more complete measure than final energy demand 

(accounted for in the gas, oil, electricity and coal bills) of the impact of the individual sectors on 

national energy use and on energy-related CO2 emissions. In 2017, transport remained the largest 

energy consuming sector with a 35.6% share of primary energy, followed by industry (24.4%) and 

residential (23.6%). 
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Table 2: Growth rates, quantities and shares of TPER by sector 

 
Growth % 

Average annual 
growth rate % 

Shares % 

2005 - 2017 2017 2005 2017 

Industry -3.1 1.5 22.9 24.4 

Transport -0.8 2.0 32.7 35.6 

Residential -13.5 -2.9 24.8 23.6 

Services -21.5 1.8 16.7 14.4 

Agriculture / Fisheries -37.8 2.6 3.0 2.0 
Source: SEAI, 2018. Energy in Ireland – 2018 report, Table 3, p. 16. 

Final energy demand 

Final energy demand is a measure of the energy that is delivered for use in activities as diverse as 

manufacturing, movement of people and goods, essential services and other day-to-day energy 

requirements of living; space and water heating, cooking, communication, entertainment, etc. This 

is also known as Total Final Consumption (TFC). The SEAI explains that this: 

“is essentially total primary energy less the quantities of energy required to transform primary 
sources such as crude oil and other fossil fuels into forms suitable for end-use consumers; 
electricity, patent fuels, etc. Transformation, processing or other losses entailed in delivery to final 
consumers are known as ‘energy overheads’”.  

Ireland’s TFC increased by 1.4% in 2017 (or by 3.3% when corrected for weather). All fuel 

consumption, with the exception of coal, peat and non-renewable wastes, increased in 2017. 

Table 3: Growth rates, quantities and shares of TFC 

 
Growth % 

Average annual 
growth rate % 

Shares % 

2005-2017 2017 2005 2017 

Fossil fuels (total) -12.3 0.5 81.9 76.6 

Coal -48.2 -12.0 3.8 2.1 

Peat -31.0 -4.4 2.2 1.6 

Oil -17.1 0.9 65.0 57.5 

Natural gas 33.2 1.7 10.9 15.4 

Renewables 151.0 17.4 1.5 4.0 

Non-renewable (wastes) - 67.8 0.0 0.6 

Combustible fuels (total) -9.2 1.4 83.3 80.7 

Electricity 6.2 1.1 16.6 18.8 

Total -6.2 1.4 - - 

Total weather corrected -5.9 3.3 - - 
Source: SEAI, 2018. Energy in Ireland – 2018 report, Table 4, p. 19. 

 
Sectoral analysis shows that transport accounted for the largest share of TFC in 2017, at 42.9%. 

Residential was the next largest sector at 22.1%, followed by industry 21.3%.  

Table 4: Growth rates, quantities and shares of TFC by sector 

 
Growth % 

Average annual 
growth rate % 

Shares % 

2005 - 2017 2017 2005 2017 

Industry -4.4 3.4 20.9 21.3 

Transport -0.3 2.0 40.3 42.9 

Residential -11.1 -2.9 23.3 22.1 

Commercial / Public -11.3 4.2 12.4 11.8 

Agriculture / Fisheries -38.4 4.1 3.0 2.0 

Total -6.2 1.4   
Source: SEAI, 2018. Energy in Ireland – 2018 report, Table 5, p. 20. 
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Market shares in electricity and gas 

The retail energy markets for domestic electricity and gas have become increasingly diversified 

over the past decade, with a number of new entrants and enhanced levels of competition. The 

CRU’s 2017 Annual Report on the retail energy market provides a useful statistical overview of 

both the domestic electricity and gas markets in Ireland, as well as for small and medium 

businesses and large energy users. The following is an overview of the domestic electricity and 

gas markets only.  
 

Electricity (domestic market only) 

In the domestic electricity market, there were 2.057 million customers and 2.35 million megawatt 

hours (MWhs) consumed in Q4 2017. The market share under these two categories are as follows:   

Figure 6: Domestic electricity market share by customer numbers and megawatt hours (MWhs), 2017 

 

Source: CRU, 2018. Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual Report, p. 102/3.   
 

 

In terms of both customers, and MWhs consumed, Electric Ireland is the market leader, followed 

by Bord Gáis Energy, and SSE Airtricity.  

 

Gas (domestic market only) 

In the domestic gas market, there were 659,436 customers and 2,611 gigawatt hours (GWhs) 

consumed in Q4 2017. Bord Gáis has the largest overall market share in terms of both customer 

numbers and GWhs, followed by Electric Ireland and SSE Airtricity.  
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Figure 7: Domestic gas market share by customer numbers and gigawatt Hours (GWhs), 2017 

 

Source: CRU, 2018. Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual Report. p.114. 

 

Other figures revealed in the report include the level of customer switching, as follows: 

Table 5: Total electricity and gas customer switching – number of customers and rate  

 2010 2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 

Switching 
customers 
(electricity)  

468,178 338,179 252,056 266,224 312,477 303,187 317,719 313,843 

Switching 
customers 
(electricity) - rate 

21% 15% 11% 12% 14% 13.5% 14.1% 13.8% 

Switching 
customers (gas) 93,937 113,280 110,579 117,002 109,750 106,862 93,434 124,419 

Switching 
customers (gas) - 
rate 

15% 17% 17% 18% 17% 16% 14% 18% 

Source: CRU, 2018. Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual Report, pages 86-90.  

 

As indicated above, the annual switching rate has fallen from 2009/2010 levels to an average rate 

of 14% for the last 3 years. The following two figures illustrate the level of switching by both 

electricity and gas customers in terms of the number of customers, and the rate (as a proportion of 

total customers).  
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Figures 8 and 9: Annual switching rate, and total number of switching customers 
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Electricity and gas retail prices (average annual prices) 

The 2017 Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual report published by the CRU) provides figures 

for average annual domestic electricity and gas bills. For electricity (based on a typical annual 

consumption of 4,200 kilowatt hours), the following are the findings:  
 

Table 6: Domestic electricity prices – average annual household bill cost , 2017 

Supplier 
Market share (no. 
of customers) 

Market share 
(MWhs) 

Average bill  

Electric Ireland 54.6% 49.5% €971.56 

Bord Gáis Energy 16.1% 17.8% €1027.36 

SSE Airtricity 13.6% 15.4% €1052.45 

Energia 6.6% 8% €1093.09 

PrePayPower 6.3% 6% €1149.43 

Pinergy 1.3% 1.51% €1149.27 

Panda 1.3% 1.46% €1055.22 

Others 

0.23% 0.4% 

- 

   Just Energy €960.99 

   BEenergy €964.59 

Source: CRU, 2018. Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual Report, p. 43.   

 

In terms of average household / domestic electricity bill cost, new 2017 entrants BEenergy and 

Just Energy are the least expensive, followed closely by the market leader Electric Ireland. 

However, typically, each supplier also offers competitive discounts on annual bills, particularly new 

entrants, as detailed below:  
 

Table 7: Domestic electricity prices – most competitive discounted bill cost, 2017 
 

Supplier 
Market share 
(no. of 
customers) 

Market share 
(MWhs) 

Average bill  

Electric Ireland  54.6% 49.5% €931.89 

Bord Gáis Energy 16.1% 17.8% €810.93 

SSE Airtricity 13.6% 15.4% €871.41 

Energia 6.6% 8% €819.10 

PrePayPower 6.3% 6% - 

Pinergy 1.3% 1.51% €1149.27 

Panda 1.3% 1.46% €912.21 

Others 

0.23% 0.4% 

- 

  Just Energy €904.91 

  BEenergy €964.59 

Source: CRU, 2018. Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual Report, p. 43.   
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In terms of the annual average gas bill (based on typical annual consumption of 11,000kWhs), the 

following are the results:  

 

Table 8: Domestic natural gas prices – average annual household bill cost, 2017 

Supplier 
Market share 
(no. of 
customers) 

Market share 
(GWhs) 

Average bill  

Bord Gáis Energy 47.2% 47.1% €780.80 

Electric Ireland 21.3% 20.4% €735.07 

SSE Airtricity 14.3% 15.1% €741.99 

Energia 7% 7.4% €783.66 

Flogas 5.6% 6.4% €769.40 

PrePayPower 4.3% 3.3% €810.84 

Others 
0.21% 

0.26% 
 

-  

   Just Energy €675.35 

Source: CRU, 2018. Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual Report, pages 43-44. 
 

The least expensive annual average bill in gas was with new entrant Just Energy. However, 

typically, each supplier (as with electricity suppliers) also offers competitive discounts on annual 

bills.  
 

Table 9: Domestic natural gas prices – most competitive discounted bill cost, 2017 

Supplier 
Market share 
(no. of 
customers) 

Market share 
(GWhs) 

Average bill  

Bord Gáis Energy 47.2% 47.1% €691.13 

Electric Ireland 21.3% 20.4% €702.24 

SSE Airtricity 14.3% 15.1% €681.83 

Energia 7% 7.4% €686.68 

Flogas 5.6% 6.4% €627.93 

PrePayPower 4.3% 3.3% - 

Others 
0.21% 

0.26% 
 

- 

   Just Energy €628.87 

Source: CRU, 2018. Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual Report, p. 44.  
 

Many suppliers also offer dual fuel plans to customers with price discounts that avail of both 

services from the same supplier. The least expensive dual fuel offer was with Energia, with an 

annual average bill of €1,455.11. 

 

Table 10: Highest discounted dual fuel annual average bills  

Supplier Average bill  

Electric Ireland €1594.60 

Energia €1455.11 

Bord Gáis Energy €1641.29 

SSE Airtricity €1477.58 

Just Energy  €1513.78 

PrePayPower €1960.27 

Source: CRU, 2018. Electricity and Gas Retail Markets Annual Report, p. 44.  

 

A comparison of electricity prices across the EU shows that Ireland had the 5th most expensive in 

the first half of 2018. The average price in the EU-28 was €0.205 per kilowatt hour (kWh), or 
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€20.50 per 100 kWh, compared to €23.69 for Ireland. Ireland also compares less favourably when 

taxes and levies are excluded from household electricity prices (in Ireland, taxes and charges/ 

levies account for 20% of average prices). 

Figure 10: Average electricity price for households per 100 kWh in 1
st 

half of 2018 (in €, all taxes and 

levies included) in the EU-28 and Norway 

Source: Eurostat database – Electricity prices for household customers – biannual data   

Comparisons of gas prices across the EU were more favourable with Ireland having the 9th highest 

price (€6.32 in Ireland per 100 kWh), just above the EU-28 average (€5.91 per 100 kWh).  

Figure 11: Average gas price for households per 100 kWh in 1st half of 2018 (in €, all taxes and levies 

included) in the EU-28 

 

Source: Eurostat database – Electricity prices for household customers – biannual data . Note: Figures for Greece were 

not available for the first half of 2018. Cyprus, Malta and Finland do not have a significant gas market for household 
consumers and therefore did not report gas prices. 
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Challenges and opportunities for future energy policy 

Ireland is currently in the process of attempting to move to a low carbon energy system. There are 
also EU and international developments which have the ability to impact on the future of Ireland’s 
energy system. 

While there are a number of challenges facing Ireland there are also potential opportunities. Some 
of these are discussed below under the following headings: 

 Energy security; 

 Meeting climate commitments; 

 Energy costs and their significance; 

 Sectoral issues; and 

 Physical infrastructure and employment opportunities. 

Energy security - what is energy security? 

Energy security is a multi-dimensional concept, which ranges over the short to the long-term. For 

example, the International Energy Agency (IEA) defines it as “the uninterrupted availability of 

energy sources at an affordable price”.39 The concept of energy security is complex due to its 

multi-dimensional composition: 

“At a high level, the imperative for energy security is straightforward and well understood: 
secure supplies of energy are essential for all economic activity, for the effective delivery of 
public services, and for maintaining safe and comfortable living conditions. However, energy 
security, as a concept, is relatively complex because it comprises many diverse elements 
relating to import dependency, fuel diversity, the capacity and integrity of the supply and 
distribution infrastructure, energy prices, physical risks, physical disruptions and 
emergencies”. 
 

Figure 12: Defining energy security 

 

Source: International Energy Agency webpage, What is energy security?  

In the long-term, energy security involves appropriate investment in supply, while in the short-term, 

it relates to the responsiveness of the energy system to changes in supply and demand: 

                                                
39

 International Energy Agency webpage, What is energy security? Available at 

https://www.iea.org/topics/energysecurity/subtopics/whatisenergysecurity/  

Energy 
security 

Reliable / 
uninterruptible 

supply  

Affordable / 
competitive 

supply 

Accessible / 
available 
supply 

https://www.iea.org/topics/energysecurity/subtopics/whatisenergysecurity/


Oireachtas Library & Research Service | Spotlight       20 

 

“Long-term energy security mainly deals with timely investments to supply energy in line with 
economic developments and sustainable environmental needs. Short-term energy security 
focuses on the ability of the energy system to react promptly to sudden changes within the 
supply-demand balance. Lack of energy security is, thus, linked to the negative economic 
and social impacts of either physical unavailability of energy, or prices that are not 
competitive or are overly volatile”.40 

Energy security in an Irish context 

Energy security tends to be highly context dependent, differing across energy markets. It also 
interacts with other pillars of energy policy and there may be trade-offs between them. Balancing 
such trade-offs is a key consideration when designing energy policies. 

Ireland’s reliance on external sources for the vast majority of its energy was previously outlined in 
this Spotlight. In 2016, Ireland was the 10th most energy dependent EU Member State (the ranking 
for 2017 is not yet available). The cost of all energy imports to Ireland was approximately €3.4bn in 
2016 and €4.0 billion in 2017.  
 

The CRU has the statutory obligation to ensure electricity and gas energy security in Ireland.  The 
DCCAE and the National Oil Reserve Agency (NORA) are responsible for oil security and oil 
stocks respectively.41  

As a member of the EU and the International Energy Agency, Ireland has an obligation to maintain 
90 day reserves of national strategic oil stocks.42 

International developments and co-operation 

In 2016, the SEAI identified a number of developments relevant to energy security at national and 
international level.43Global energy markets remain dynamic and uncertain, with recent trends 

contributing to uncertainty including the collapse of oil prices, increasing geopolitical instability, and 
the looming challenge for nations to secure meaningful agreement on climate change. 

The International Energy Agency (IEA) is working towards improving energy security by: 

 Promoting diversity, efficiency and flexibility within the energy sectors of IEA member 
countries; 

 Remaining prepared collectively to respond to energy emergencies; and 

 Expanding international co-operation with all global players in the energy markets. 

The European Commission published two high-level strategy documents that address energy 
security at EU level. 

 The first Energy Security Strategy was introduced in 2014 amid growing concerns among 
Member States about their vulnerability to supply disruptions. It aims to ensure a stable and 
abundant supply of energy across the EU. 

The second high-level strategy, Energy Union, was published in 2015. It includes five inter-related 

dimensions and sets out a vision for energy security in the EU. 

                                                
40

 International Energy Agency webpage, What is energy security? Available at 
https://www.iea.org/topics/energysecurity/subtopics/whatisenergysecurity/  

41
 SEAI, 2016. Energy Security in Ireland: A Statistical Overview, 2016 Report. Available at 
https://www.seai.ie/resources/publications/Energy-Security-in-Ireland-2015.pdf  

42
 Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment webpage, Oil Security Policy. Available at 
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/topics/Oil/oil-security-policy/Pages/Oil-security-policy.aspx  

43
 SEAI, 2016. Energy Security in Ireland: A Statistical Overview, 2016 Report. Available at 
https://www.seai.ie/resources/publications/Energy-Security-in-Ireland-2015.pdf 

https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/energy-strategy-and-energy-union/energy-security-strategy
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/en/topics/energy-strategy-and-energy-union/building-energy-union
https://www.iea.org/topics/energysecurity/subtopics/whatisenergysecurity/
https://www.seai.ie/resources/publications/Energy-Security-in-Ireland-2015.pdf
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/energy/topics/Oil/oil-security-policy/Pages/Oil-security-policy.aspx
https://www.seai.ie/resources/publications/Energy-Security-in-Ireland-2015.pdf
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Brexit 

The decision of the UK to leave the EU has the potential to impact on Ireland’s energy system. 

Ireland currently has no interconnection with any EU Member State aside from the UK and heavily 

relies on the UK for energy imports (see Map 1). 

There is currently a high degree of interaction between Ireland and the UK on energy matters. An 

all-island electricity market has existed since 2007 and the electricity grids have been linked via the 

Moyle Interconnector and the East-West Interconnector for a number of years. The UK and Ireland 

gas grids are also linked via two interconnectors. Up to 2015, the vast majority of Ireland’s gas 

consumption is supplied via the Scotland interconnector.44 A second Scotland to Ireland 

interconnector commenced operation in December 2018. Since the Corrib gas field entered full 

production in late 2015, natural gas imports have fallen significantly (down 53% in 2016, and a 

further 17% in 2017). Ireland imports less than half of its natural gas energy requirements.45  

A study prepared for the European Parliament acknowledges the unique position Irish energy 

policy finds itself in on account of Brexit: 

“Interconnection arrangements with the Republic of Ireland may require careful attention 
during the Brexit negotiations, inasmuch as the UK provides the Republic of Ireland’s 
interconnection to continental Europe and to Norway. A unique feature is the Single 
Electricity Market (SEM) of the Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, which is a 
mandatory pool market into which all electricity generated on or imported into the island of 
Ireland must be sold, and from which all wholesale electricity for consumption on or export 
from the island of Ireland must be purchased”.46 

                                                
44

 Natural gas commenced flowing through the pipeline in December 2018.  
45

 Engineers Journal, 2018. Ireland’s future natural gas supply: How well connected is the island?, 15 May 2018. 
Available at: http://www.engineersjournal.ie/2018/05/15/irelands-future-natural-gas-supply-well-connected-island/  

46
 Bruegel, 2017. Review of EU-Third Country Cooperation on Policies Falling within the ITRE Domain in Relation to 
Brexit. Study prepared for the European Parliament's Committee on Industry, Research and Energy (ITRE). Available 
at http://bruegel.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/IPOL_STU2017602057_EN.pdf  

http://www.engineersjournal.ie/2018/05/15/irelands-future-natural-gas-supply-well-connected-island/
http://bruegel.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/07/IPOL_STU2017602057_EN.pdf
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Map 1: Ireland’s existing and proposed energy ties 

 

Source: Ward, A., 2017. Ireland weighs post-Brexit energy security options. Financial Times. 26 July 2017. Available at 

https://www.ft.com/content/51c5a4a8-6d2c-11e7-b9c7-15af748b60d0  
 

Responses at Government level 

The potential impact of Brexit on energy policy in Ireland has been recognised at Government 

level. The Government notes that Brexit could pose security of supply challenges for Ireland, in 

addition to a potential threat to the functioning of the SEM.47 In February 2017, the DCCAE 

identified four Brexit energy priorities: 
 

1. Maintaining trade in secure supplies of energy between the UK and EU Member States; 

2. Maintaining the Single Electricity Market across the island of Ireland; 

3. Accommodating ability to meet EU obligations; and  

4. Ensuring appropriate energy infrastructure. 48 
 

In Brexit negotiations, the UK government, in its Northern Ireland and Ireland Position Paper,49 

emphasised preserving North-South and East-West cooperation, including on energy. 

                                                
47

 MerrionStreet.ie, 2017. Ireland and the negotiations on the UK’s withdrawal from the European Union: The 
Government’s approach, May 2017. Available at 

https://merrionstreet.ie/en/EU-UK/Key_Irish_Documents/Government_Approach_to_Brexit_Negotiations.pdf  
48

 Department of Communications, Climate Action & Environment, Brexit and the Irish Energy Sector presentation. 
Available at http://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Brexit%20and%20the%20Irish%20Energy%20Sector.pdf  

49
 Available at 
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/638135/6.3703_DEXEU_Northern_Irelan
d_and_Ireland_INTERACTIVE.pdf  

https://www.ft.com/content/51c5a4a8-6d2c-11e7-b9c7-15af748b60d0
https://merrionstreet.ie/en/EU-UK/Key_Irish_Documents/Government_Approach_to_Brexit_Negotiations.pdf
http://www.dccae.gov.ie/documents/Brexit%20and%20the%20Irish%20Energy%20Sector.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/638135/6.3703_DEXEU_Northern_Ireland_and_Ireland_INTERACTIVE.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/638135/6.3703_DEXEU_Northern_Ireland_and_Ireland_INTERACTIVE.pdf
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Potential impact on energy 

In 2015, the Economic and Social Research Institute (ESRI) assessed the potential impact of 

Brexit across a number of sectors, including energy.50 It suggests that Ireland, by virtue of its 

current interconnection with the UK only, would be more vulnerable to any problems in the British 

electricity market if that market remains independent of the rest of the EU. Enhanced Irish 

interconnection with the rest of the EU is identified as an option to mitigate such a scenario but this 

would be costly. 

While DKM consultants maintain that the UK and Ireland’s relationship in relation to co-operation 

on gas security of supply issues is unlikely to change in light of Brexit, Ireland could face problems 

complying with EU standards when the UK leaves. It cites the example of the situation in 2016 

when Ireland did not meet the EU gas security infrastructure standard. This resulted in Ireland 

requesting, and the UK agreeing to, the adoption of a regional approach between the UK and 

Ireland towards meeting the N-1 standard, as permitted under the Regulation.51  DKM suggests 

that Ireland would cease to meet the infrastructure standard post-Brexit and may have difficulty 

meeting new rules developing a stronger EU collective response to future supply risks.52 

In addition, Brexit will potentially impact on trade in renewables if the UK were no longer subject to 

EU rules on climate change policy and renewables in the future.53  

There may also be concerns about whether Ireland will continue to achieve the same value for 

money in sourcing energy from the UK: 

“Ireland depends on Britain for a consistent and cost competitive supply of energy and 
electricity, and tariffs or increased transactional costs would jeopardize this”.54 
 

Brexit may also give rise to questions about the potential impact on the Energy Union. The UK was 

one of the first EU Member States to liberalise their energy markets intensively and one 

commentator has questioned whether, if in a post-Brexit Union, “support for the Energy Union may 

waver if the remaining Member States opt for a more statist approach”.55 

From an Irish perspective, the future of the all-island SEM is also frequently mentioned in the 

context of Brexit. Some analysis has linked this issue to the UK’s participation in the EU’s Energy 

Union. The SEM is predicated on both Northern Ireland and Ireland being subject to EU rules, and 

in the future policy and legislation may diverge - energy is not fully devolved to Northern Ireland 

and it has been suggested that there is the possibility of some unintended or intended interference 

following policy choices that may be made in London.56  

                                                
50

 ESRI, 2015. Scoping the Possible Economic Implications of Brexit on Ireland. Available at 
https://www.esri.ie/pubs/RS48.pdf  

51
 The CER explains that “in the event that a Member State cannot fulfil the N-1 standard on a national basis, the 
Regulation permits the adoption of a regional approach towards meeting the N-1”. 

52
 DKM Economic  Consultants, Brexit Watch. Issue 7. 

53
 ESRI, 2015. Scoping the Possible Economic Implications of Brexit on Ireland.  

54
 FTI Consulting, 2017. Brexit, Energy, And Ireland. Available at http://fticommunications.com/2017/06/brexit-energy-
ireland/  

55
 IIEA, 2016. What does Brexit Mean for the Energy Sector in Ireland? IIEA Policy Brief. Available at 
http://www.iiea.com/ftp/Publications/2016/IIEA_PolicyBrief_Energy.pdf  

56
 http://data.parliament.uk/writtenevidence/committeeevidence.svc/evidencedocument/eu-energy-and-environment-
subcommittee/brexit-energy-security/oral/70438.pdf  

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2017/607271/EPRS_BRI(2017)607271_EN.pdf
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According to DKM economic consultants, Brexit is unlikely to present challenges for the current 

functioning of the SEM but a UK withdrawal from the EU Energy Union could have an impact under 

certain circumstances: 

“There is consensus that Brexit will not disrupt the current SEM, which is based on UK and 
Irish legislation and policy. Nevertheless, were the UK to cease to be a full participant of the 
EU energy market, there could be implications for the ease with which the all-island SEM 
participates within the EU electricity market”.57 
 

It is likely that the SEM framework will lose an important link due to Brexit – that of common EU 

treaty obligations. It has been suggested that continuation of the SEM will depend on compatibility 

of wider UK political objectives with participation in EU market and that it would be prudent for 

Ireland to “have robust contingency plans in place for going it alone”.58 

 

Enhancing energy security 

As energy security relates to the affordability, acceptability and availability of energy supplies, 

there are various ways of enhancing it. These could include diversification of the fuel mix and 

diversity in our energy supply sources, i.e.  

 Ireland’s sources of energy59;  

 Continued development of indigenous sources of renewable energy;  

 Promotion of energy efficiency;  

 Improving existing infrastructure such as increasing access to and number of storage 
facilities for gas;  

 Upgrading the electricity network; using local sources of gas to enhance Ireland’s energy 
security60; and  

 Bord na Móna’s transition to renewables from peat.61 
 

 

Commentators have proposed measures to counter any negative effects of Brexit on energy 

security including: 

 Progress the North-South Interconnector to further bolster security of supply and reduce 
cost to the consumer, as well as exploring other interconnection options with a view to 
developing them if and when appropriate (Engineers Ireland); 

 Continue to diversify Ireland’s electricity fuel generation mix and expand the renewables 
base (Engineers Ireland); 

 Oil could potentially be imported from alternative sources, although this would come at 
increased cost (the All-Island Brexit Civic Dialogue on Energy); and 

 Invest more in gas storage to increase gas security and importing Liquefied Natural Gas 
(LNG) to diversify supply (ESRI). 

 

                                                
57

 DKM Economic Consultants, Brexit Watch. Issue 7. 
58

 Wright, Iain , 2017. The electricity sector in Ireland. In: University of Glasgow, Ireland and Brexit: What Happens Next? 
seminar. October 4, 2017. Dublin. 

59
 The SEAI notes that “diversifying the fuel mix enhances energy security, particularly where there is an over-reliance on 
a single fuel source. In this regard, transport is the least secure energy sector, being almost entirely dependent on oil 
based products, and has the greatest need of increased fuel diversity”. 

60
 The preceding suggestions for enhanced energy security were discussed in the Joint RAISE/L&RS paper (2013) 
Energy Security. Available at 
http://www.niassembly.gov.uk/globalassets/Documents/RaISe/Publications/2013/north_south/13213.pdf  

61
 See http://www.bordnamona.ie/company/news/articles/bord-na-mona-announces-biggest-change-of-land-use-in-
modern-irish-history/  
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Meeting climate commitments 

Ireland’s climate commitments 

Climate and energy policies have become increasingly linked overtime. This is apparent in the 

2015 Energy White Paper, which foresees a future energy policy for Ireland, based on a move to 

lower emissions fuels and ultimately towards a lower reliance on fossil fuels as well as significantly 

increasing renewable generation. 

The current Programme for Government, which includes a number of commitments on climate 

change and energy, emphasises the importance it places on renewable energy: 

“We believe that Ireland’s long-term interests are best supported by further decreasing our 
dependence on foreign fossil fuels through the continued development of indigenous 
renewable energy”.62 

 

Ireland’s climate change policy is shaped by its commitments at EU and international levels. The 

EU aims to reduce its GHG emissions by 20% by 2020 compared to 1990 levels. Separate EU 

2020 targets apply to the non-emissions trading sectors (agriculture, transport, residential, non-

energy intensive industry, commercial services and waste). For other sectors (including power 

generation and heavy industry), the EU Emissions Trading System (EU ETS) applies. 

The EU ETS is the key tool for implementing reductions in industrial GHG emissions from certain 

sectors. It employs a ‘cap-and-trade’ approach, setting a single EU-wide cap63 on the overall 

volume of greenhouse gases that can be emitted by sectors covered by the ETS including, for 

example, energy intensive sectors.  

Within the limit on overall emissions from high-emitting industry sectors (which is reduced 

annually), companies can buy and sell emission allowances as required. The cap will be cut each 

year so that by 2020 emissions will be 21% below the 2005 level. 

Ireland’s 2020 binding targets include a 20% reduction on 2005 levels of non-Emission Trading 

Scheme (non-ETS) sector emissions (i.e. the portion of emissions for which Government is 

responsible). Annual limits are set for each year over the period 2013-2020. 
 

Text box 1: Ireland’s current 2020 target (for the 2013-20 period) 

 Reduce emissions covered by EU-ETS by 21% on 2005 levels. 

 Reduce other (non-ETS) emissions by 20% on 2005 levels. 

 Ensure that at least 16% of all energy consumed in the State is from renewable sources, 

with a sub-target of 10% in the transport sector. 
 

Ireland must also source 16% of its energy from renewable sources by 2020 (Renewable Energy 

Share (RES) target). The overall renewable energy target and the renewable transport (RES-T) 

target are both binding at EU level.  

                                                
62

 Department of An Taoiseach, 2016. A Programme for a Partnership Government, 2016. Available at:  

http://www.taoiseach.gov.ie/eng/Work_Of_The_Department/Programme_for_Government/A_Programme_for_a_Partne
rship_Government.pdf  
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 Up to 2013, the EU ETS was operated at an individual Member State level. There has been a central, European-wide 
cap on emissions in place since 2013. 
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In 2014, Ireland was over halfway to reaching each of its sectoral targets and the overall 2020 

target. In December 2017, the Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment 

announced the introduction of a national Support Scheme for Renewable Heat, which will 

"contribute to meeting Ireland's 2020 renewable energy and emission reduction targets".64 

Table 11: Progress towards 2020 renewable energy and energy efficiency targets for Ireland 

Target 2020 (target) 2014 (actual) Distance to target 

Renewable Energy (Overall) 16% 8.6% 7.4% 

Renewable Electricity (RES-E)  40% 22.7% 17.3% 

Renewable Heat (RES-H)  12% 6.6% 5.4% 

Renewable Transport (RES-T)  10% 5.2% 4.8% 

Energy Efficiency  20% saving 8-9% saving 11-12% saving 

Source: White Paper Ireland's Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future 2015-2030. Table 3.1. 

 

Achieving Ireland’s targets 

The Climate Change Advisory Council, an independent advisory body which provides advice and 

recommendations to the Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment, has 

warned that Ireland is completely off track to meeting its GHG emissions targets for 2020 and 2030 

to decarbonise its economy by 2050. One of the key messages from the CCAC Annual Review 

2018 (July) is that: 

“Irish greenhouse gas emissions are rising rather than falling. Ireland is completely off 
course in terms of achieving its 2020 and 2030 emissions reduction targets. Without urgent 
action that leads to tangible and substantial reductions in greenhouse gas emissions, 
Ireland is unlikely to deliver on national, EU and international obligations and will drift 
further from a pathway that is consistent with transition to a low-carbon economy and 
society.”65  
 

The gap between ‘with existing measures’ and ‘with additional measures’ narrows in the period to 

2020, indicating that mitigation options in the short term are largely fixed. After 2019 the scenarios 

diverge. This, rather unusually, sees the ‘with additional measures’ scenario with higher projected 

emissions from 2020 to 2025. In 2026 the scenarios diverge again with higher emission in the ‘with 

existing measures’ scenario once again. 

 

 

 

 

                                                
64

 DCCAE press release, 2017. Naughten kick-starts Biomass and Biogas Sectors with introduction of Support Scheme 
for Renewable Heat, 7  December 2017- available at https://www.dccae.gov.ie/en-ie/news-and-media/press-
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 CCAC, 2018. Annual review 2018 (July) [online]. Available at: 
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Figure 12: Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions 

 

Source: Climate Change Advisory Council (2018) Annual Review 2018. 
Notes: Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions (black line) from 2005 to 2015. Annual targets (yellow line) as included 

under the Effort Sharing Decision for the period 2013 to 2020, without use of flexibilities, and emissions projections for 
‘with existing measures’ (dashed blue line) and ‘with additional measures’ (dashed grey line) are presented here in units 
of million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent. 

 

According to projections, cumulative emissions of GHG emissions to 2020 will see Ireland exceed 

its EU Effort Sharing Decision target (338 million tonnes) by approximately 16 million tonnes of 

carbon dioxide equivalent. Ireland is one of only four Member States (together with Luxembourg, 

Belgium and Austria) whose projected emissions for 2020 do not meet domestic targets as set out 

under the Effort Sharing Decision.66 Similarly, cumulative emissions to 2030 will see Ireland 

exceed this target by 92 million tonnes of carbon dioxide equivalent.  
 

Ireland is committed to a 30% reduction in the 2021-2030 period for non-ETS sectors.67 This 

target, which applies to the non-ETS emissions (i.e. from transport, agriculture, buildings, waste) 

under the Effort Sharing Regulation (ESR), could prove problematic for Ireland.68 At present, 

agriculture and transport account for over half of Ireland’s GHG, at 33% and 19.8% respectively.69 

The Climate Change Advisory Council maintains that there is an urgent requirement for new 

policies and measures, and action beyond what is committed to in the National Mitigation Plan if 

Ireland is to reduce emissions by 2020 and to move onto a sustainable path to 2050 to tackle 

climate change. 

                                                
66

 European Parliament Research Service, 2017. Effort sharing regulation, 2021-2030. Available at 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2016/589799/EPRS_BRI(2016)589799_EN.pdf  
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 See European Commission at https://ec.europa.eu/clima/policies/effort/proposal_en  
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 The Effort Sharing Regulation covers the period 2021–2030. Its predecessor, the Effort Sharing Decision, covers the 
years up to 2020. 
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 EPA (n.d.) The Simple Guide to Ireland’s Greenhouse Gas Emissions. Available at 
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It details advice and recommendations in its Annual Review 2018 , including proposing the 
following measures: 

 A planned and substantial increase in the carbon tax in the coming year to €30 per tonne in 
2019, rising to €80 per tonne by 2030; 

 Equalisation of petrol and diesel excise duties; 

 Mobilisation and use of other sources of funding to aid mitigation action, including 
participation of the private sector;  

 Define the carbon neutrality objective for the agriculture and land sector; 

 Reject plans to subsidise the peat industry70, indirectly through a subsidy for biomass co-
fired with peat;  

 A strategy for low-carbon transition in the freight sector that reflects the complexities of the 
freight / haulage sector should be developed by the Department of Transport, Tourism and 
Sport and the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment. This 
would include reference to technological potentials, energy source supply chains and 
business models, driver behaviour and logistics management, as well as the economic 
importance of the sector. 
 

Wider implications of climate targets 

Meeting climate targets is not just significant from an environmental perspective. There are also 

economic considerations both in terms of savings on imports of non-renewables fuels and the 

avoidance of potential fines for excessive emissions.71 

A 2017 report of the Committee on Budgetary Oversight identifies a number of short-term and 

medium-term budgetary issues relating to climate change including:72 

1. Fines: The costs to the State of failing to meet its EU 2020 emissions targets will impact 

budgetary planning from 2020 on; 

2. Expenditure: Climate change could lead to increased expenditure in mitigating and 

responding extreme weather events and other impacts;  

3. Taxation: The use of tax system as a means of achieving climate goals has been 

emphasised by the Tax Strategy Group. Such tax-related mitigation measures have not 

been set out in Government publications, or the Summer Economic Statement; and 

4. Competitiveness: Taxation measures to mitigate climate change should be used to 

complement other measures.73 
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 Bord na Móna announced in October 2018 that it was ending peat harvesting in 17 of its 62 active bogs as the 
company transits away from peat harvesting. See: Irish Times (2018) Bord na Móna not ‘climate change deniers’ over 
impact of peat – Available at https://www.irishtimes.com/news/environment/bord-na-m%C3%B3na-not-climate-change-
deniers-over-impact-of-peat-1.3696808  
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http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/budgetaryoversight/Budget-Report-2018-Final-Report-laid.pdf 

73
 Committee on Budgetary Oversight (2017) Report of the Committee Pre-Budget 2018. Available at 
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/budgetaryoversight/Budget-Report-2018-Final-Report-laid.pdf  

https://www.irishtimes.com/news/environment/bord-na-m%C3%B3na-not-climate-change-deniers-over-impact-of-peat-1.3696808
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/environment/bord-na-m%C3%B3na-not-climate-change-deniers-over-impact-of-peat-1.3696808
http://www.seai.ie/Publications/Statistics_Publications/Energy_in_Ireland/Energy-in-Ireland-Infographic-2015.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/budgetaryoversight/Budget-Report-2018-Final-Report-laid.pdf
http://www.oireachtas.ie/parliament/media/committees/budgetaryoversight/Budget-Report-2018-Final-Report-laid.pdf


Spotlight | Ireland’s energy transition – challenges and opportunities   29 

 

 

Text box 2: Committee on Budgetary Oversight on potential fines 

A failure to meet EU 2020 and 2030 carbon emissions targets will result in costs to the 
Exchequer through purchasing compliance or direct fines. Such costs would limit the fiscal space 
that will be available for day-to-day expenditure over the coming decades. 

In 2016, the compliance costs of missing the non-ETS target were estimated to be in the region 
of €60 - €120 million. The cost of missing the RES target was estimated to be c. €140 million for 
every 1% shortfall. This led to a 2016 estimate of exchequer costs of between €230 million and 
€610 million by 2020, and costs of between €3 billion and €6 billion by 2030. 

Source: Committee on Budgetary Oversight (2017) Report of the Committee Pre-Budget 2018. 

The Committee of Public Accounts (PAC) has noted that the Department of Finance previously told 

it that Ireland was set to be subject to fines of €600 million annually from 2021 if climate targets 

were not met but that this figure was somewhat disputed.74  

In this context, it highlighted that there were mechanisms in place which would allow the 

Department to buy carbon offsets, but the cost of which is not yet known. Given that EU fines and 

the direct costs of climate change events have the potential to put immense pressure on future 

budgets, the Committee on Budgetary Oversight recommended:75 

 Any tax incentives to reduce emissions or using renewables should only be used when 

complemented by viable, cleaner alternatives; 

 The Department of Finance should engage with the Committee before Q2 in 2018 to 

discuss steps it is taking to climate proof Budget 2019; 

 A review of current tax policies that give rise to fossil fuel subsidies should be undertaken 

(e.g. the electricity tax exemption for domestic users, reduced rates of VAT applied to 

energy, the diesel rebate scheme, marked gas oil); 

 The Government should give consideration to updating and commencing (BIK) [Benefit in 

kind] provisions in the Finance Act 2008 to allow for lower tax rates on BIK for electric 

vehicles. This would follow moves by a number of other countries, such as the UK, France 

and Germany, which currently give EVs favourable BIK treatment; 

 The Government should Include a statement in Budget 2019 assessing the climate change 

impact of the budget; and 

 Any new tax expenditures on EVs or other climate change actions must be fully costed in 

Budget 2019 and subject to regular Dáil review and approval; 

The commissioning of a review of carbon tax with a view to bringing forward proposals in Budget 

2019 around the role of the tax in driving changes to behaviour in households and business was 

announced as part of Budget 2018.76  

However, a lack of perceived action in this area has been criticised.  
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“The decision not to raise carbon tax and diesel tax substantially, something which would 
help reduce Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions and move us to a more sustainable growth 
path, was a missed opportunity. If the Government had done that, it would have sent a clear 
message on the need to decarbonise our economy. Better air quality would also result, 
especially in urban areas, bringing significant health benefits. 

Instead, the Government is commissioning yet another study on carbon taxes. Since 1991, 
the ESRI has published an average of one such study a year. All have delivered the same 
message: raising the tax on carbon is a crucial policy instrument to tackle climate change. 
We need action, not further studies”.77 

Measures Ireland could consider 

A number of commentators and stakeholders have outlined measures Ireland could take to meet 

its climate commitments.  

For example, an ESRI study published in February 2018, examines the environmental effects of 

142 existing and potential fiscal measures including reduced tax rates, tax exemptions, tax 

allowances and direct subsidies.78  

Commissioned by the Environmental Protection Agency, it examines if these measures lead to 

behaviour changes that impact on climate change, air quality or land pollution. The study examines 

four measures in more detail to quantify their environmental impact:  

1. The difference in tax rates between petrol and diesel;  

2. VAT on fertiliser;  

3. The rebate scheme on diesel tax for the haulage industry; and  

4. The possible introduction of an air passenger duty.  

It finds that individual measures have a relatively small effect, when combined they could 

contribute to reducing Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions and reducing local pollution. For 

example, the combined effects of the transport measures suggest that total Irish carbon dioxide 

emissions could be reduced by 1.1%, nitrogen oxide emissions could be reduced by 1.34% and 

particulate matter emissions could be reduced by 1.47% if the current policies changed.  

The Citizens' Assembly recommendations propose that the State should, among other things:79 

 Enable, through legislation, the selling back into the grid of electricity from micro-generation 

by private citizens (for example energy from solar panels or wind turbines on people’s 

homes or land) at a price which is at least equivalent to the wholesale price; 

 End all subsidies for peat extraction80 and instead spend that money on peat bog 

restoration and making proper provision for the protection of the rights of the workers 

impacted; and 
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 FitzGerald, J., 2017. Budget 2018 contains missed opportunities. Irish Times. 13
th

 October 2017. Available at 
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 The Citizens’ Assembly (2018) Third Report and Recommendations of the Citizens’ Assembly, How The State Can 
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 Bord na Móna announced in October 2018 that it was ending peat harvesting in 17 of its 62 active bogs as the 

company transits away from peat harvesting. See: Irish Times (2018) Bord na Móna not ‘climate change deniers’ over 
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deniers-over-impact-of-peat-1.3696808. 
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 Immediately take many steps to support the transition to electric vehicles.  
 

The Oireachtas Parliamentary Budget Office (PBO) published a Briefing Paper81 in September 

2018 detailing an approach to better incorporate climate-related considerations into the Budget 

Process. The Paper concludes the following: 

“The findings indicate that for most of the countries that were analysed, climate change has 
no special position in the annual budgetary process. However, four main reform options 
were proposed on the basis of an analysis of the original elements of four case studies – 
Austria, Sweden, Italy and Norway – and of an assessment of the strengths and 
weaknesses of Ireland’s current framework:  

1. Having a section on what is done in the budget in relation to climate change in the 
Annual Budget Statement;  

2. Publishing a Supplementary Report alongside the Budget;  
3. Strengthening the Performance-based Budgeting Framework; and 
4. Making use of Public Expenditure Reviews and produce regularly spending review 

papers addressing climate-related topics.” 
 

Budget 2019  

The Budget 2019 Financial Statement (9 October 2018) did include a section on climate change 

wherein a number of existing and future commitments were detailed (for 2019), as follows:  

 €164 million to the Department of Communications, Climate Action and Environment to 

invest in “targeted measures to achieve Ireland’s energy efficiency and renewable energy 

objectives, in line with the Government’s National Mitigation Plan”;  

 €103.5 million for improvements in grant and premium rates for planting forests; 

 Introduction of the Beef Environmental Efficiency Pilot (BEEP) to further improve the 

carbon efficiency of beef production; 

 €70 million for the Targeted Agriculture Modernisation Scheme (TAMS); and 

 Additional funding of €70 million for the Environment and Waste Management Programme. 

The Minister also committed to extending VRT relief for hybrid vehicles under end-2019, followed 

by a review, and a 1 per cent surcharge for diesel vehicles across all VRT bands. As well as this, 

the BIK exemption for electric vehicles with an original market value of less than €50,000 was 

extended to 31 December 2021. In particular, the Statement had two major elements:  
 

(A) Carbon Tax 
 

Noting the publication of a recent ESRI report82 on the economic and environmental impacts of 

increasing the carbon tax, the Minister stated the following: 
 

“It is my intention to put in place a long-term trajectory for Carbon Tax increases out to 
2030 in line with the recommendations of the Climate Change Advisory Council and the 
special Oireachtas Committee which are examining climate changes.” 

 

A Carbon Tax was introduced in 2010 and applies to kerosene, marked gas oil, liquid petroleum 

gas, fuel oil, natural gas and solid fuels.  
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 Parliamentary Budget Office (2018) An Approach to Better Incorporate Climate-related Considerations into the Budget 
Process – Briefing Paper 12 of 2018, September 2018.  
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 ESRI (2018) The economic and environmental impacts of increasing the Irish carbon tax, 9 October 2018.  

https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2018/2018-09-18_an-approach-to-better-incorporate-climate-related-considerations-into-the-budget-process_en.pdf
https://data.oireachtas.ie/ie/oireachtas/parliamentaryBudgetOffice/2018/2018-09-18_an-approach-to-better-incorporate-climate-related-considerations-into-the-budget-process_en.pdf
https://www.esri.ie/publications/the-economic-and-environmental-impacts-of-increasing-the-irish-carbon-tax/


Oireachtas Library & Research Service | Spotlight       32 

 

(B) Green Budgeting 

 

The Budget Statement restated Ireland’s commitment to joining the Paris Collaborative on Green 

Budgeting and commits Ireland to “develop new and innovative ways of embedding climate change 

in the budgetary process”. To achieve this, “as a first step”, the Minister committed to the 

publication of a list of all Exchequer climate related expenditure in this year’s Revised Estimates 

Volume (REV).  

Energy costs and their significance 

Cost competiveness for business 

The cost of energy supply is important as it can influence a country's competitiveness and growth 

potential. For business, energy is a key resource and a cost element, whilst for consumers energy 

bills represent an important item in the household budget and is a particular challenge for low-

income households.83 

A reliable and affordable energy supply is central to successful enterprise policy. The National 

Competitiveness Council (NCC) has stated that "a reliable and competitively priced supply of 

energy is vital for business and its ability to compete successfully in international markets". 

The NCC provides data on utility costs, including industrial gas and electricity prices, in its Costs of 

Doing Business 2017 report84. This shows that in the first half of 2016, weighted average industrial 

electricity prices in Ireland were 2.9% higher than the simple euro area average.  

Ireland compares more favourably when looking at gas prices. The NCC shows that in the first half 

of 2016, weighted average industrial gas costs in Ireland were in line with the average euro area 

price.85 According to the NCC, the weighted average price in Ireland has fallen by 17% since the 

second semester of 2012 whereas average prices across the Euro area fell by 19.5% over the 

corresponding period. 

Affordable energy for households 

Policy makers must also consider the energy needs of households. From a householder’s 

perspective, it is important that he/she can afford to adequately heat and power their home. A 

person can be said to be in energy poverty when he/she is unable to do so. 

Energy poverty can be correlated with the thermal efficiency of a person’s home, the cost of 

energy and a person’s income.86 Ireland households are currently defined as energy poor if they 

spend more than 10% of their disposable income on energy costs.87 
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In 2016, 5.8% of Irish people reported they were unable to heat their home sufficiently, compared 

to a high of 10% in 2013. The corresponding EU average figure is 8.7% in 2016. 88 Government 

policy on energy affordability is founded on the fundamental principle that everyone should be able 

to adequately light and heat their homes.89  

Two strategies have been published in relation to affordable energy / energy poverty. 

 Ireland’s first affordable energy strategy was published in 2011, when the Government 

launched its Warmer Homes: A Strategy for Affordable Energy in Ireland.90 This sets out a 

vision for combating energy poverty by improving the affordability of energy for low-income 

households, ensuring that people can live in a warm and comfortable home that enhances 

the quality of their lives and supports good physical and mental health. The Department 

concluded a consultation on affordable energy which recognised that although progress 

has been made over the past three years in addressing energy poverty, significant 

challenges remain.91 

 In February 2016, a new Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty in Ireland92 was launched. It 

explains that it “expands the reach of existing schemes and will develop and pilot new 

programmes and even more effective ways to focus energy efficiency efforts on those most 

at risk of energy poverty. It also puts in place the structures and, more importantly, the 

accountability to ensure that the challenge is effectively addressed at every appropriate 

level of Government and public service”. 

 

Enhancing energy competitiveness 

Timely and cost effective delivery of Ireland’s electricity and gas infrastructure is not just important 

in terms of climate change and energy policy objectives but is also key to achieving 

competitiveness. In this context, the NCC states “from a competitiveness perspective, the primary 

challenge facing Ireland is to reduce energy costs while delivering on our security of supply and 

environmental sustainability objectives”.93 It has made a number of recommendations on energy:94  

 Develop a target-led, time-bound implementation plan around the priorities identified in the 

Energy White Paper (2015); 

 Complete the construction of the north-south interconnector to bolster security of supply 

and reduce energy costs; and 
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 Undertake economic and technical research on the merits of further interconnection for 

Ireland as outlined in the National Mitigation Plan. 

One of the few potential upsides identified from Brexit is the possibility that Ireland may attract 

additional FDI as companies relocate from or choose not to locate in the UK. It is, therefore, 

perhaps more important than ever that Ireland’s infrastructure, including its energy infrastructure, is 

able to meet the needs of business both in terms of supply and cost. 

Sectoral issues – the transport sector and data centres 

Certain sectors present their own unique set of circumstances when it comes to energy and its 

use, which may, in turn, have particular implications for energy policy. Some selected examples 

are discussed below to highlight some of the challenges and opportunities in those specific 

sectors. 

Transport 

Transport accounted for over 42% of overall final energy use in 2017, making it the largest sectoral 

user. The sector is also is heavily reliant on fossil fuels. Data shows that 74% of all journeys taken 

in Ireland were made by car, with public transport and walking only accounting for 5% and 15% 

respectively.95 According to Engineers Ireland96, a rethink in transport policy would be required to 

prevent emissions in the sector increasing: 

“As a derived demand, without a paradigm shift in transport policy, transport emissions will 
grow alongside increased economic activity with expectations of a 10 - 15% increase 
between 2015 and 2020”. 

The energy White Paper (2015) states that a low carbon future will involve increasing the use of 

electricity and bioenergy to heat our homes and fuel our transport and increasing the biofuels 

obligation and improving take-up of zero and low carbon vehicles such as electric and natural gas 

vehicles.  

It also discusses the role of sustainable liquid biofuels, which will be the largest contributor to RES-

T in the period to 2020, with a small contribution coming from electrification.  

The transport strategy, outlined in the Climate Change Advisory Council’s report, is based on the 

assumption that, by 2050, most if not all electricity will be generated from carbon-neutral 

renewables. 

“Decarbonisation of electricity generation is essential for economy-wide decarbonisation by 
2050. The replacement of high-emission fuel types such as peat and coal with low-emission 
fuel types and energy sources is a crucial part of the low-carbon transition to 2050 for the 
electricity generation sector. This is especially important to advance decarbonisation in the 
linked areas of heating and transport where electrification is an important option”.97 
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 Engineers Ireland, 2017. The State of Ireland 2017, A Review of Infrastructure in Ireland. Available at 
https://www.engineersireland.ie/EngineersIreland/media/SiteMedia/about/StateofIreland2017DOC_26June2017_F.pdf  

96
 Engineers Ireland is the representative body for the engineering profession in Ireland. 

97
 Climate Change Advisory Council, 2017. Periodic Review Report 2017, available at:  
http://www.climatecouncil.ie/media/CCAC_REVIEWREPORT2017.pdf  
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The Climate Change Advisory Council notes that in relation to transport and taxation: 

“progress in tackling transport emissions has been very limited. While an appropriate price 
signal is essential, many other supporting measures will be needed to address the factors 
that influence transport choices. The Council recommends that health and wider societal 
costs, such as congestion costs, should be factored into decision making on transport”.98 

In light of the above, it would appear prudent to consider Irish transport policy options in the 

context of the sector’s high energy use, GHG emissions and heavy reliance on private cars. Some 

areas which may merit further consideration in this regard are discussed below. 

Electric vehicles (EVs) 

Electric vehicles are suggested as a policy option for the transport sector. A number of major cities 

and countries have announced initiatives to change the composition of their car fleet. For example, 

new diesel and petrol cars and vans will be banned in the UK and France from 2040 in a bid to 

tackle air pollution and / or meet targets under the Paris climate accord.99 Significantly, China, the 

world’s biggest vehicle market, is considering a ban on the production and sale of fossil fuel cars in 

a major boost to the production of electric vehicles as Beijing seeks to ease pollution.100 

At EU level, the European Commission wants lower CO2 emissions for new passenger cars and 

vans. In this context, it recently put forward a Clean Mobility package which includes new targets 

for CO2 emissions from cars and vans.101 

In May 2017, the Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport published the National Policy 

Framework on Alternative Fuels Infrastructure for Transport in Ireland - 2017 to 2030. The 

framework sets a target that by 2030 all new cars and vans sold in Ireland will be zero emissions 

(or zero emissions capable) with the use of fossil fuels vehicles projected to rapidly decline.  

There are currently over 6,500 EV’s on Irish roads (1% of private cars). The pace of take-up is 

accelerating but Ireland is a long way from the Government goal of 500,000 EV’s on the road by 

2030, as set out in the National Development Plan 2018-2027.  A 2017 survey found that the lack 

of high-speed charging points was the biggest hindrance to EV owners.102 In terms of support 

infrastructure, the NDP commits €200 million of exchequer funding to EV’s. In November 2018, the 

Government also recently announced funding of (up to) €10 million for additional fast chargers as 

part of the first tranche of funding from the Climate Action Fund.103,104   
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  Climate Change Advisory Council, 2017. Periodic Review Report 2017, available at  
http://www.climatecouncil.ie/media/CCAC_REVIEWREPORT2017.pdf. 
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 http://www.bbc.com/news/uk-40723581 and https://www.theguardian.com/business/2017/jul/06/france-ban-petrol-
diesel-cars-2040-emmanuel-macron-volvo  

100
 https://www.theguardian.com/world/2017/sep/11/china-to-ban-production-of-petrol-and-diesel-cars-in-the-near-future  

101
 European Commission, 2017. Energy Union: Commission takes action to reinforce EU's global leadership in clean 

vehicles. Press release, 8
 
November 2017. Available at http://europa.eu/rapid/press-release_IP-17-4242_en.htm  

102
 The survey was carried out by the Green Party in conjunction with the Irish Electric Vehicle (EV) Owners Association. 

More details can be found at https://greenparty.ie/news/new-survey-shows-electric-vehicle-drivers-love-the-cost-
savings-but-want-more-charging-stations/  

103
 MerrionStreet.ie, 2018. First Successful projects under Climate Action Fund announced, 28 November 

2018. Available at https://merrionstreet.ie/en/News-
Room/News/Government_Announces_First_Successful_projects_under_Round_One_of_%E2%82%AC50
0_million_Climate_Action_Fund.html .  

104
 See also: Semple, Maggie, 2018. Decarbonising private transport in Oireachtas Library & Research 

Service (2018) Research Matters Quarterly - No. 4, December 2018.  
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While the price differential that exists between EV’s and non-electric vehicles is significant, it is 

expected to fall over time. Financial incentives can help to bridge the cost gap and include:  

 Vehicle Registration Tax (VRT) relief to a maximum of €5,000; 

 A purchase grant of up to €5,000 (for battery and plug-in hybrid EV’s) from SEAI; 

 SEAI grant of up to €600 for the installation of a home charger for an EV; 

 Reduced toll fees; 

 a benefit-in-kind rate of zero per cent for battery electric vehicles (extended to the end of 

2021 in Budget 2019);  

 Low motor tax; and 

 A discount on tolls of 50% for Battery EV’s and 25% for plug-in hybrid EV’s (PHEV’s). 

“Range anxiety”105 and charge time are issues worth considering in attempts to increase the 

uptake of EVs. Since 2010, the ESB has deployed and operated Ireland's national EV 

infrastructure, which costs between €3 million to €4 million a year to run. The island of Ireland has 

approximately 1,100 public charging points provided by the ESB. A number of these are fast-

charging but more are needed and the ESB will be adding super-fast charging hubs in 2019. While 

it is anticipated that most people will charge their EV’s at home in their driveways at night, 

investment in upgrading and extending the public fast-charging network is vital to alleviate range 

anxiety and accelerate EV growth.  

The extent of the future contribution of electric cars to redefining Ireland’s transport sector is 

perhaps not clear at this stage. While the number of EVs registered in Ireland in the last few years 

has increased, the rate of growth has been slower than expected.106 The extent to which EVs are 

adopted in the short to medium term will depend on several factors, including the strength of the 

economy, the overall numbers of new cars being purchased, the purchasing costs compared to 

alternatives and the choice of EVs on the Irish market.107 

It is important to note, however, that electric cars alone are not a solution to carbon emissions and 

addressing the sector’s energy issues. Electric cars help the climate only if the electricity is 

generated carbon free. Norway is often cited as an example when it comes to electric cars and the 

country has experienced an increase in the uptake of EVs recently. Norway, however, has the 

advantage of being able to generate most of its electricity, plus some for its neighbours, from its 

hydroelectric stations, which adds nothing to global warming.108 

Renewable gas and compressed natural gas 

Renewable gas has also featured in energy debates, including for its potential in the transport 

sector. Renewable gas is a clean, carbon neutral, sustainable fuel source which is produced from 

sustainable organic materials, upgraded to biomethane for injection into the existing natural gas 
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 This is the fear that a vehicle has insufficient range to reach its destination and would thus strand the vehicle's 
occupants. It is influenced by the perception that it can take a long time to charge an EV. 
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 White Paper Ireland's Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future 2015-2030. 

107
 Ibid.  
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 Keenan, B., 2017. Getting things right now is best way of coping with needs in the long run. Irish Independent. 3
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August 2017. Available at http://www.independent.ie/business/irish/getting-things-right-now-is-best-way-of-coping-with-
needs-in-the-long-run-35993658.html 
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pipeline network. It can be used in heating, electricity generation and in transport.109 For vehicles, it 

offers the potential to use a cleaner and cheaper gas alternative rather than heavy emission fuels.  

At the end of 2016, Gas Networks Ireland, the operator of the Irish gas network, confirmed it had 

secured €6.4m in funding from the European Commission. This funding will allow it to develop the 

first 14 stations of a planned network of 70 Compressed Natural Gas (CNG) filling stations around 

the country. In addition, the EU funding will also support the construction of a renewable gas 

injection point, and provide support to commercial vehicle owners wishing to purchase dedicated 

CNG vehicles, with Gas Networks Ireland of the view that this will ensure that renewable gas will 

become part of Ireland’s transport fuel mix.110 

Other options for the transport sector 

In addition to greater use of EVs and renewable gas and compressed natural gas in transport, a 

number of other policy options have been proposed by commentators.  

For example, Engineers Ireland set out key recommendations for the transport sector in their most 

recent review of Ireland’s infrastructure. These are: 

1. Accelerate the development of Dublin’s Metro North project (now Metrolink), Dublin’s DART 

Expansion Programme, the M20 (proposed Cork to Limerick Motorway) and Luas line 

extensions in Dublin; 

2. Incentivise consumers and private car operators to purchase electric vehicles and plan for 

the electrification of the heavy rail network; and 

3. Encourage car-sharing to discourage multicar households and on-street urban parking. 

Professional services firm, PwC, have made a number of recommendations for both private and 

public transport, spanning over different time horizons. These are reproduced in the Table below:  

Table 12: Policy recommendations for private and public transport 

Private transport recommendations Public transport recommendations 

Phase 1: From now to 2025 

 Produce EV infrastructure investment plan 

 Introduce further EV/plug-in hybrid tax breaks 

 Increase VRT on internal combustion engines 
(ICE) cars (including diesel) 

 Allow EV partial use of bus lanes and provide 
free city centre parking 

 Pre-2025: Replace diesel buses with 
compressed natural gas (CNG) vehicles 

 Post-2025: Prioritise EV bus fleet. 

 Exchequer/EIB to support bus fleet 
replacement 

 Mandate electrification of taxi fleet 

 Availability of low carbon transport to be a 
fundamental consideration in the planning 
process 

Phase 2: 2025 – 2030 

 Introduce ICE congestion charging 

 Create emission free zones in towns/ cities 

Phase 3: post 2030 

 Introduce ICE sale ban 

 Bring in ICE city/urban use ban 

Source: PwC (2017) Transitioning to a low carbon energy system, What is the best route forward for Ireland? 
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Energy intensive sectors 

There are some energy intensive sectors in Ireland, which may have specific energy needs. These 

can present specific energy challenges whilst offering wider economic opportunities for the 

country. Data centres would be a prime example in this regard as discussed below. 

Data centres 

Dublin is home to one of the largest clusters of data centres in Europe. Data centres primarily 

contain electronic equipment used for data processing (servers), data storage (storage 

equipment), and communications (network equipment).111 Ireland is often referred to as the “data 

centre of Europe”.112 Reasons for Ireland’s attractiveness for data centres include the climate, fibre 

internet connectivity, energy supply and business environment. 

Many of the large scale cloud service providers such as Microsoft, Amazon113 and Google have 

built large facilities in Dublin to service Europe. Since 2008 Amazon, Microsoft, IBM, EMC, BT and 

Google have all opened new facilities there representing over €1bn in investment and the creation 

of hundreds of new jobs.114 The roll out of new data centres has not always been without 

complications, however, as evidenced by the cancellation in May 2018 of a planned €850 million 

Apple data centre in Athenry, Co. Galway due to planning issues and legal challenges. 

Growth in electricity demand in Ireland has been has mainly been attributed to new large users 

such as data centres, with a significant proportion of this extra data centre load materialising in the 

Dublin region.115 It is estimated that 15% of total electricity requirement demand will come from 

data centres by 2026.116  

According to Eirgrid’s All-Island Generation Capacity Statement 2017-2026: 

“Whether connecting directly to the transmission system or to the distribution system, there is 
presently about 250 MVA of installed data centres in Ireland. Furthermore, there are 
connection offers in place (or in the connection process) for up to 600 MVA extra. At present, 
there are enquires for more than 1,000 MVA of additional data centres”. 

Eirgrid examined the status of these proposed projects, and made assumptions concerning the 

demand of these data centres in the future, forming the differences between their median, high and 

low scenarios. In forecasting future demand, data centres normally have a flat demand profile. The 

Figures below and overleaf illustrate the potential future demand from data centres in Ireland. 
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Eirgrid points out that large industrial connections normally do not dominate a country’s energy 

demand forecast but this is currently the case for Ireland.  

Figure 13: Demand expected from assumed build-out of new data centres 

 

Source: Eirgrid, 2017. All-Island Generation Capacity Statement 2017-2026. 

In order to capture the impact of data centres, it has based the different demand forecast scenarios 
for Ireland on different data centre build-out scenarios with each giving an appropriate view of the 
range of possible demand growths facing Ireland: 

 The demand forecast low scenario provides the demand forecast from the models using the 
recent demand growth and the economic inputs discussed in the Eirgrid report. This low 
scenario is based on the assumption that approximately half of data centres in the 
connection process will connect (270 MVA). 

 The median scenario accounts for the connection of 540 MVA of data centres in the 
connection process.  

 The high scenario, in addition to the demand in the median scenario, also assumes that 
630 MVA of the data centres with material enquiries will connect. 

Figure 14: Total electricity requirement forecast for Ireland 

 
Source: Eirgrid, 2017. All-Island Generation Capacity Statement 2017-2026. Notes: The figure for 2016 is based on real 

data available at EirGrid’s National Control Centre up to October, and so estimates are made for the remaining months. 
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Attracting further investment in data centres is part of current industrial development policy. In 

2017, the then Minister for Minister for Jobs, Enterprise and Innovation, Deputy Mary Mitchell 

O’Connor, explained that IDA Ireland is seeking out potential locations for data centres: 

“I understand that Cavan will be included in a study, currently being commissioned by IDA 
Ireland, to identify potential strategic land banks for the sustainable development of large-
scale data centre projects. […] For a site to be considered suitable, I am informed that it must 
be both supported by the necessary infrastructure and compatible with the evolving needs of 
data centre investments. 

This study is part of IDA Ireland’s wider strategy to ensure that Ireland and its regions are 
best able to win and sustain mobile data centre investments of scale. In recent times 
companies including Facebook, Apple, Microsoft and Google have announced significant 
data centre investments for Ireland and the goal is to ensure that this trend continues”.117 

It is important to consider the energy use of data centres in policy formulation, given the strong 

presence of such enterprises in Ireland. Currently, the system in Ireland has a generation surplus 

and Eirgrd has stated that the only new generation it confidently expects to connect over the next 

decade is renewable, primarily wind and also biomass/waste. It states: 

“Progress has been made towards Ireland’s target for renewable sources of energy. Much of 
this progress has been in the wind sector, with valuable contributions from hydro and 
biomass. The likelihood of meeting the targets for 2020 will depend largely on how much new 
wind and biomass can be built and accommodated on the system over the coming years”. 

The potential for data centres to use renewable energy sources is discussed in a report 

commissioned by the Irish Wind Energy Association (IWEA). It states that: 

“Wind and data centres make natural partners, since data centres flat demand profile lifts the 
minimum night time demand, and this reduces the cost of integrating wind in the Irish market, 
bringing savings to consumers. In the future, if data centre demand can become more price 
responsive, this will further ease the matching of the variable wind output to demand.  

It is also relevant to note that recent data centres and large demand locating in Ireland (such 
as Apple, Facebook and IKEA) have as part of their announcements publicly committed to 
sourcing 100% renewable power for their facilities.”118 

In this context, it is interesting to note that last year Microsoft signed a 15-year deal with General 

Electric to buy all the electricity generated at a new 37-megawatt wind farm in Co Kerry.119 Its 

press release states that the agreement will help support the growing demand for Microsoft Cloud 

services from Ireland.120 
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Physical infrastructure and employment opportunities 

Physical infrastructure 

The physical infrastructure which comprises our energy system is of key importance to the country 

as a whole. The energy White Paper itself recognises the need for appropriate infrastructure, 

including energy networks and interconnection with other countries’ energy systems. 

A second North-South interconnector 

At present, there is one primary source of network interconnection and two local interconnectors 

between Ireland and Northern Ireland. For a number of reasons, SONI and EirGrid121 have 

proposed the introduction of an additional interconnector between Northern Ireland and Ireland. 

This is planned to take the form of a 400kV line between County Tyrone and County Meath. 

Text box 3: NCC on interconnection 

The EU has agreed a non-binding 10 per cent interconnection target to be met by 2020, with a 15 per cent 
non-binding target for 2030. Ireland’s level of interconnection currently sits at 6 per cent. Ireland has one 
electricity interconnector to Wales known as the East West Interconnector, and Northern Ireland has one 
interconnector to Scotland known as the Moyle Interconnector. The electricity systems of Ireland and 
Northern Ireland are joined by one electricity interconnector of scale. A second interconnector (the North- 
South 400kV Interconnector project) has planning consent in Ireland although this consent is currently 
under legal challenge. The interconnector is also currently in the planning process in Northern Ireland. In 
addition, the Greenlink interconnector from Ireland to Wales and the Celtic Interconnector from Ireland to 
France have both been approved as Projects of Common Interest in the latest PCI list. These are still at 
the early stages of project development and, if progressed will lay the foundations for further 
interconnection post-2020. 

Source: National Competitiveness Council (2017) Ireland’s Competitiveness Challenge 2017. 

A 2017 report by Grant Thornton for Ibec and CBI Northern Ireland came to four main conclusions 
on this proposed development: 

1. It safeguards the economy’s supply of electricity; 

2. It will increase efficiency of the Single Electricity Market and reduce costs; 

3. It will support inward investment; and 

4. It will support sustainability.122 

It explained that delivery of the second North-South Interconnector will help alleviate certain costs 

by allowing the SEM to work to the maximum possible level of efficiency. The report estimates that 

this would result in all island savings each year in the region of £25.5m / €30m which it believes 

are in turn likely to grow in time. An Bord Pleanála granted planning permission for the North-South 

interconnector project in late 2016. This decision has been upheld in the High Court following a 

number of legal challenges; with the final judicial review concluding in January 2018.123 On 23 
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January 2018, the Department for Infrastructure in Northern Ireland announced its approval of 

planning permission for the northern element of the North South Interconnector.124 

The Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment commissioned two 

independent studies into the project, which were designed to address the main points of motions 

passed in Dáil and Seanad Éireann early last year as well as key concerns expressed by those 

parties opposed to the development of an overhead line. Speaking in March 2018, the Minister 

stated that the results of both studies were expected shortly and that he would publish the reports 

and ensure they would be made available to all interested parties.125 

The NCC has welcomed the planned North South Interconnector, noting that delays to the North‐

South electricity interconnector (which is not expected to be operational before 2021) are 

estimated to be costing consumers on the island of Ireland approximately €20 million per annum126 

as a result of higher production costs and a reduced ability to share generation capacity across the 

island.127 

EU sponsored projects 

Projects of common interest (PCIs) are part of the initiative to create an integrated EU energy 

market. These are key infrastructure projects, which “will help Member States to physically 

integrate their energy markets, enable them to diversify their energy sources and help bring an end 

to the energy isolation some of them are facing”.128 The PCIs have the possibility of receiving 

financial assistance under the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) in the form of grants and 

innovative financial instruments. For projects to be become PCIs they must satisfy a number of 

criteria including have a significant impact on energy markets and market integration of at least two 

EU Member States. 

A list of the selected projects can be found on the EU Commission’s website.129 One of these is a 

project to increase of the transmission capacity between France and Ireland (France — Ireland 

interconnection between La Martyre (FR) and Great Island or Knockraha (IE)), currently known as 

"Celtic Interconnector".  

The EU decided to allocate €4m of funding towards the “Celtic interconnector”, the joint venture 

between grid operators EirGrid and RTÉ France, linking France and Ireland’s electricity markets. 

The €4m is to fund preparatory work, including a public consultation and fleshing out the project’s 

finer details. If the €1bn interconnector were to be completed, it would become Ireland’s only link to 

the EU’s electricity market when the UK leaves.130 
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The Shannon LNG Terminal and connecting pipeline (IE) is also on the current list of PCIs. The 

site has planning in place for a deep-water jetty, storage facilities for liquefied natural gas (LNG) 

and connections to the Irish national gas network. Shelved plans for a €500m gas terminal on the 

Shannon have been revived as a result of Brexit, with PwC mandated to find a buyer to fund the 

huge Shannon LNG project at Balylongford, close to Tarbert.131 

Employment potential 

According to IDA Ireland, the country is currently pursuing a strategy focused on becoming a major 

investment hub for Clean Technology (wind, solar, ocean). In its view, abundant natural resources, 

high-level skills, a thriving research and development environment, and supportive government 

policies are all contributing to the growing success in this sector. The challenges that arise from 

energy price spikes, resource shortages and environmental issues are key drivers behind Ireland’s 

quest to achieve success in the rapidly emerging Environmental and Clean Technology sectors. 

Ireland also benefits from many natural competitive advantages, placing it above many of its 

competitors.132 

The current emphasis in Ireland’s energy policy presents not only an opportunity to meet energy 

goals in a sustainable way, but also the possibility of greater innovation and employment. This is 

acknowledged in the energy White Paper which states (on page 95) that “our energy transition will 

present further opportunities for job creation and economic growth”. 

It has been estimated that measures required to meet our 2020 renewable energy targets could 

deliver between 2,500 and 5,550 jobs in the bioenergy sector and up to 4,000 in onshore wind 

deployment.133 Analysis by SEAI, IDA Ireland and Enterprise Ireland, along with the then 

Departments of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources (DCENR) and Jobs, Enterprise 

and Innovation (DJEI) found that sustainable energy is already worth €1.5 billion a year to Ireland, 

and it currently employs 18,000 people.134 

Wind energy 

Ireland has one of the best wind energy resources in Europe and has installed wind turbines of 

1,000MW in capacity with a further 3,700MW of applications due to connect to the grid.135 

A survey of 150 energy companies operating in Ireland by the Irish Wind Energy Association 

(IWEA) suggested that the Irish wind energy sector is poised to create a further 1,100 new direct 

jobs by 2020, bringing the total number employed directly in the sector to 5,500 people 

nationwide.136  
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The survey also demonstrates that in the three years since the last such study was conducted the 

wind energy sector created approximately 300 jobs per year, which is in line with economic 

projections set out by TCD and the ESRI in 2013.137 

Currently, approximately 4,400 people work in the sector with many of the jobs being based in rural 

Ireland. The IWEA survey shows that over 40% of wind energy jobs are based outside of Dublin. 

The findings of a 2014 independent Trinity College Dublin (TCD)/ Economic Social Research 

Institute (ESRI) report, commissioned by Siemens and the Irish Wind Energy Association (IWEA) 

to examine the job creation potential of the development of the wind energy sector in Ireland, 

suggested that the sector has the potential to generate up to 35,000 jobs across the economy.138 

Solar energy 

Clusters focused on the development of advanced skills in materials and device development, 

semi-conductor manufacture, IC design and processor technologies are driving development in 

Ireland. These clusters are jointly backed by major industrial heavyweights and several world-class 

university-based research centres.139 

There may also be opportunities for Ireland in other energy sources. For example, a report by the 

SEAI on Ireland’s Solar Value Chain Opportunity showed that the value of the EU solar 

photovoltaic (PV) market could reach over €10bn per year by 2030 with the Irish domestic PV 

market potentially reaching up to €340m per year.140  

The report states that “while the traditional crystalline silicon PV modules will likely continue to be 

mass-manufactured in China and Taiwan, there are components, services, new materials and new 

products which innovators in Ireland are well-positioned to contribute and consequently capture a 

portion of a very large market”.  

The report estimates that the total potential value that Irish organisations could capture of the EU 

solar PV market by 2030 under the two scenarios is estimated to be between €42 and €216 million 

per year. The biggest share of this is in the ‘manufacturing and materials’ lifecycle stage (€20-€100 

million per year) particularly in ICT and metering systems, energy storage devices and process 

engineering. 

Projections by the Irish Solar Energy Association (ISEA), based on its projections for Ireland’s 

Solar PV market for the years between 2017 and 2023, for the number of jobs created per year to 

2023 is reproduced overleaf.141 
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Figure 15: Projected number of jobs created in solar PV per year* 

 

Source: Irish Solar Energy Association (n.d.) Jobs in Solar PV.  

Notes: * Direct jobs employment factor 11 for construction for 1 year, 0.3 for operations and management 
life time of project, indirect jobs multiplier of 3.4  

 

In early 2018, Electric Ireland moved into the residential solar power market, offering Irish 

customers the option to install solar photovoltaic panels in their homes.142 Other initiatives by 

energy firms include the announcement by ESB and Bord na Móna of a co-development 

agreement to develop solar power in four locations in Roscommon, Offaly and Kildare, which will 

provide renewable energy to power the equivalent of 150,000 homes.143  

A proposal to provide for the leasing of agricultural land for solar panels to be classified as 

qualifying agricultural activity for the purposes of specific Capital Acquisitions Tax and Capital 

Gains Tax reliefs144 was announced in Budget 2018.145 

Research by Joseph Curtin146, for Friends of the Earth, found that solar panels on homes and 

businesses can make a significant contribution to Ireland’s switch to clean energy.147 That research 

suggests that electricity bills could be reduced by allowing householders to generate their own 

electricity but that they should be able to sell what they cannot use themselves to the grid. The 

cost to Government could be controlled by capping any such scheme at 50,000 householders. 
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Ocean Energy 

With the highest wave energy resource in Europe, Ireland has an estimated generation capacity of 

60GW (a fifth of Europe’s total resource).148 

According to one commentator, the “economic benefits that would be derived from utilising this 

resource are also considerable; Ireland’s Offshore Renewable Energy Development Plan indicates 

that a fully developed ocean energy sector in Ireland would deliver many thousands of jobs to our 

economy”.149 

Conclusion 

The European Union is committed to moving to a low-carbon economy by 2050. This Spotlight has 

detailed the primary challenges and opportunities for Ireland in transiting to a local carbon, energy 

sustainable economy as Ireland’s energy and carbon demands continue to grow. As noted, though 

progress has been achieved over the past 10 years, there is much that remains to be done to keep 

pace with existing commitments (including those related to addressing and limiting climate change) 

and to ensure the transformation of Ireland’s energy systems is successfully achieved. The 

phasing out of fossil fuel use and increasing use of renewable energy resources is central to this 

transformation. This requires significant innovation, as well as continuing consultation and 

engagement, investment and political ambition to overcome existing barriers (both internal and 

external) to address Ireland’s historically high rate of energy import dependency, to reduce the 

reliance on fossil fuels in electricity generation, and to promote energy efficiency.  
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