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1.

Overview of report
This report has been developed by the NFLA Secretary on the request of the NFLA All Ireland
Forum. It considers the potential future development of renewable energy in both the Republic of
Ireland and Northern Ireland. Taking into account elections, and new governments north and
south, the briefing looks at how Irish energy policy may be taken forward over the next two
decades and further. The paper considers the potential benefits of a single energy market on the
island and wider energy cooperation with Britain to deliver important and necessary changes and
low carbon energy benefits across Ireland. It advocates a new approach taken across the island of
Ireland to promote a decentralised energy revolution.

2.

Introduction – the political context
In the Republic of Ireland, the Fine Gael-Labour Government’s term of office came to an end in
late January 2015. One of the last tasks of that government had been the production of a White
Paper on the future direction of Irish energy policy through to 2050. It left implementation of that
policy to the new government. After an inconclusive election result, it took considerable time to
establish a new government garnering sufficient support. A new minority Fine Gael government
with support from independents was agreed in mid-May. The minister of the newly formed
Department of Communications, Climate Change and Natural Resources is Denis Naughten, an
independent TD.
In Northern Ireland, May 2016 Assembly elections produced a similar result as to previous
elections. The two largest parties are the Democratic Unionist Party (DUP) and Sinn Fein. During
the campaign the leaders of the Social Democratic and Labour Party (SDLP) and Ulster Unionist
Party (UUP) both indicated that their parties should go into opposition, rather than the previous
arrangement where each of the five main parties (including the Alliance Party) had ministries in the
Northern Ireland Government. After the election, the SDLP, UUP and the Alliance Party became
effectively ‘opposition’ parties for the first time. Energy policy comes under the remit of the
expanded Department for the Economy and the Minister is Simon Hamilton of the DUP.
Energy policy is fully devolved to the Northern Ireland Executive, apart from nuclear energy, of
which there are no such facilities. These powers include designing and operating systems of
market support, and full planning and consent powers over electricity infrastructure, onshore and
offshore. The government is working to a long-term energy vision strategy running up to 2050.
This briefing will consider the ‘state of play’ with renewables in Ireland, the two energy visions and
how government may seek to realise these ambitions over the coming years. It also puts forward
the positive role that newly formed Councils could play in this development.
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The report also briefly considers what the impact of the UK’s decision to leave the European
Union may have on cooperation with energy policy across the island of Ireland. NFLA Policy
Briefing 153 is looking at this issue in more detail and will be published shortly.
3.

The state of play with renewable energy on the island of Ireland
According to the Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI), renewable electricity
generation in the Republic of Ireland accounted for 22.7% of gross electricity consumption in
2014, the most recent date for energy statistics. Total renewable energy increased by 13.3%
during 2014. (1)
All forms of renewable energy in the Republic of Ireland experienced growth with hydro, wind
and biomass growing in 2014 by 18.2%, 13.2% and 13.9% respectively. The overall share of
renewables in Ireland’s primary energy use stood at 7.7% in 2014. (2)
Under the 2009 Renewable Energy Directive, the Republic of Ireland is committed to produce
from renewable sources at least 16% of all energy consumed by 2020. This will be met by 40%
of electricity from renewable sources, 12% from heat and 10% of transport fuel. The target to
generate 40% of electricity from renewable sources by 2020 is a highly challenging one. It will
require considerable effort from government and the energy sector to double renewable energy
generation over the next 4 years. (3)
In Northern Ireland, renewable energy generated 19.5% of electricity in 2014. Almost 94% of
this came from wind energy. Northern Ireland has a similar target of 40% electricity generation
by 2020. Energy law expert Richard Murphy of Pinsent Masons argued Northern Ireland is
heading in the right direction for meeting the 40% target but felt other renewable energy sources
like biomass, solar, energy from waste and anaerobic digestion needed to be expanded in order
to do that. (4) Again though considerable effort will be required to meet the 2020 target.
Whilst across Ireland the governments in the north and the south are moving in the right
direction, the figures are not as impressive as other EU states and the overall share of energy
use in both cases is well below the EU average (11.8%). (5)

4.

The Irish Government White Paper on Energy Policy
The Irish Government’s White Paper on energy policy – ‘Ireland’s Transition to a Low Carbon
Energy Future 2015 – 2030’ was published in late December 2015. (6) It followed on from initial
ideas made in a May 2014 Green Paper and a widespread public consultation exercise. (7)
NFLA responded to that public consultation exercise, focusing a considerable part of its
response on the Green Paper’s suggestion that the Moneypoint coal powered power station
could be considered as a site for a small ‘modular’ nuclear power station. At the time the Energy
Minister Pat Rabbitte called for a public debate on whether Ireland should remain ‘nuclear free’.
NFLA responded in detail to Green Paper. It argued that such a development would have been
a retrograde move given the large economies of scale in Ireland developing such a project, and
that it would divert public finance away from other more sustainable, productive and radioactive
waste free low carbon options. NFLA also noted in some detail that small modular nuclear
reactors had significant and potentially prohibitively expensive hurdles to overcome before they
could be seen as a viable technology. In addition, the Republic of Ireland would have to invest
additional resources in building up from scratch a nuclear health and safety regime to regulate
such a development.
NFLA is therefore pleased that the updated White Paper includes no mention of producing new
nuclear power and reverts back to the legislative prohibition of nuclear energy in the Republic of
Ireland. The Irish Government has clearly listened to the NFLA and other responses in this area.
NFLA will be interested to engage with government on the alternatives to Moneypoint, as the
White Paper notes that key decisions on its future will be taken before 2020. (8)
In its response NFLA also called for the government to assist with the development of:
• a widespread roll-out of support by the government for community-led energy schemes;
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•
•
•

provide support for farmers to develop on-farm renewable energy solutions;
genuinely empower local authorities to play a focal role in renewable energy generation and
promotion;
establishing a Local Authority Energy Unit which could bring together best practice guidance
for local authorities on energy supply, heat delivery, energy efficiency programmes,
renewable energy deployment, and access to finance.

In his introductory message within the White Paper, An Taoiseach, Enda Kenny TD says:
“Ireland’s access to secure, clean and affordable energy is essential to keep our recovery going.
This White Paper on energy is an essential part of the Government’s overall recovery plan that
charts the future development of the Irish economy and energy sector. Our ability to attract and
retain investment and build Irish enterprise depends on our ability to guarantee a reliable supply
of energy, at competitive cost. At the same time, we must continue to lessen our dependence on
imported fossil fuels, reduce our emissions, and embrace the transition to a low carbon and
climate resilient future.” (9)
The core objectives of Irish energy policy in the White Paper are:
• sustainability;
• security of supply, and
• competitiveness.
The policy also advocates a more central role for energy efficiency using technology like smart
meters, heat pumps and mobile connectivity. The government will look at reducing barriers to
the installation of energy efficiency systems in domestic, business and public buildings. The
White Paper also acknowledges that, though onshore wind will continue to make a significant
contribution to Ireland’s renewable energy generation, there will be much more effort required to
develop other forms of renewables, particularly solar, offshore wind, wave and tidal energy as
they become more mature and cost effective. In the past few years, a vociferous campaign
against a number of larger onshore wind farm developments has taken place. NFLA has been
concerned for some time with the lack of community control of a number of these developments
and it welcomes the move towards a wider mix of technology.
The White Paper calls for a gradual reduction with dependence on fossil fuels but argues that oil
and gas will continue to play an important role on Ireland’s energy mix “well into this century”. In
this NFLA would argue the White Paper is not being bold enough, and following the examples
being shown in similar sized countries like Denmark, Sweden and Scotland. This is even more
the case when recent figures from the SEAI reported that carbon emissions from vehicles rose
by almost 6% in 2015 and have risen 14% between 2012 and 2015. Emissions from the Irish
energy sector are higher than the European average, seeing a 5.3% rise during 2015. This is
due to the use of cheap coal and peat being used for energy production, with the coal
fired power station in Moneypoint seeing a 20% increase in emission output last year. Peat
usage for power generation was also up 1% in 2015. (10)
The White Paper advocates a “new focus on citizens and communities as active participants,
and agents of change in how we generate, transmit, store, conserve, and use our energy. In
time, our energy system will become more decentralised, altering many traditional assumptions
about demand and supply.” A ‘deep change in ‘mindsets’ is required across all sectors to bring
about such a transformation. A driver for this cultural change and policy development and
implementation will be a new National Energy Forum, whose role will be to develop consensus
within Ireland on the measures needed for decarbonisation of energy policy. (11)
A key part of the White Paper as well is to also continue to develop close cooperation with the
Northern Ireland Government on a range of energy matters including the regulation of the allisland single electricity market (in which Northern Ireland would be an equal partner). This will
be developed further into an ‘Integrated Single Electricity Market’, including energy transmission
and a proposed North-South transmission line (in addition to the interconnectors with Wales and
Scotland).
A264 (NB151) – Irish energy futures 2015 - 2050

3

The White Paper sets out five key principles of future Irish energy policy towards 2050:
• the citizen will be at the centre of energy transition;
• energy transition will be underpinned by policy and regulation that is stable and predictable;
• policy will seek to achieve optimum benefits at least cost, though recognising that
decarbonisation will both incur costs and deliver benefits;
• policy measures will be evidence based and subject to rigorous analysis and appraisal;
• new technologies, services, energy network architectures and community based energy
initiatives will emerge to facilitate and drive the transition.
For the NFLA, the most interesting chapter of the White Paper is Chapter 4 – ‘From Passive
Consumer to Active Citizen’. The White Paper envisages a gradual move from centralised to
decentralised energy over the next three decades and much more community engagement and
ownership of energy.
The White Paper argues ‘energy citizens’ will play an active role in the transition to a low carbon
energy future in various ways, including:
• communities of citizens working together on energy efficiency and renewable energy
projects;
• the public and business sectors setting best practice examples in sustainable energy;
• innovators developing new models and technology to encourage energy transition;
• entrepreneurs availing of business opportunities developing new technologies that will create
jobs and increase prosperity;
• an energy industry that works to ensure all relevant policies, regulation, products, services
and technologies, as well as the generation and supply of energy itself, contributes to a
secure, competitive, sustainable and low carbon energy system;
• landowners, neighbours and communities will engage with infrastructure providers and local
government to ensure acceptable outcomes for all energy users.
The White Paper acknowledges that the approach to develop energy infrastructure by industry
and public authorities has been deficient and not engendered sufficient public trust. There is
now an emphasis on effective communication and a participative approach, involving a two-way
process of sharing information, understanding different views, listening and responding to ideas
and suggestions to develop trust and communication.
The White Paper advocates community-led energy efficiency and renewable energy projects as
playing an important role in energy transition. This will include opportunities for communities to
collaborate with local government and energy agencies. SEAI will be the focus for such
engagement providing training, advice and grant support.
A National Energy Forum is being established, modelled on the previous National Economic
Dialogue. The White Paper envisages the first such meeting taking place in late summer / early
autumn 2016. A wide range of stakeholders will be invited to take part, and the NFLA will seek
to be a part of it. The Forum’s role will be to find where possible a consensual view to take
forward energy transition measures. Furthermore, the White Paper acknowledges that there is a
wide desire for communities and citizens to be involved in such discussions and it outlines a
wide variety of ways the government will look to widen participation.
In a similar vein, the White Paper acknowledges that most energy efficiency and renewable
energy generation projects have been of the larger-scale variety, and there is scope for an
important part of future schemes to be smaller, community driven and more numerous. Ireland
has had limited uptake of solar photovoltaic compared to many of its EU neighbours for
example. The DCENR is developing later in 2016 a new support scheme to incentivise the
introduction of sufficient renewable generation for the future. Such a support scheme is, in the
view of the NFLA, much needed in the country. The reduction of such schemes by the UK
Government has made it much more difficult for it to achieve its 2020 / 2030 targets, when they
were clearly showing real success in the development of a wide range of renewables.
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A Bioenergy Plan for the development of anaerobic digestion and biomass is also welcomed by
the NFLA, given Ireland’s large agricultural sector needs to be more fully engaged in developing
renewable energy futures.
The White Paper anticipates offshore wind to be a medium to longer-term option for renewable
energy generation as it becomes more cost effective. Similarly it argues ocean energy – wave
and tidal – to be a medium to longer term energy objective, once it becomes more cost
competitive. An initial market support scheme is being introduced in 2016 and cooperation with
the North Seas Countries Offshore Grid Initiative and the Irish-Scottish Links on Energy Study is
looking at ways to develop interconnections to facilitate offshore renewables, while minimising
overall infrastructure requirements.
Other areas touched on in the White Paper include:
• the benefits of energy storage to reduce problems over the intermittency of renewables;
• the development of a Renewable Heat Initiative to reward users for each unit of renewable
heat produced and used;
• in the area of renewable transport there are some limited support schemes for the
development of electric vehicles and natural gas vehicles, but the government argue that the
low population density in Ireland makes it difficult to develop cost effective options for
decreasing transport energy consumption;
• a sustainable transport agenda to encourage behavioural change is also being encouraged.
NFLA is pleased with the general direction of the White Paper and putting community
involvement at the centre of it. There is though a real lack of information and urgency on the
detail of how many of these welcome strategies will be taken forward, which the NFLA would
have expected within a White Paper. NFLA is particularly concerned with a lack of information
on the role of local authorities in a clean energy transition and the positive ways they could
actively contribute to building a renewable energy revolution.
6.

Responses to the White Paper and post election energy discussion
The general response to the White Paper was fairly tepid and limited, partially due to its
publication so close to the general election.
The former Environment Editor of the Irish Times, Frank McDonald, mirrored the concerns of the
NFLA that the White Paper avoided making decisions on many of the more controversial issues
within Irish Government – such as the public discontent in a number of parts of Ireland that
larger onshore wind farms have been ‘foisted’ on them, the environmental and energy issues
relating to fracking and the future of the Moneypoint coal-fired power station site in County
Clare. In the area of wind farms, McDonald lamented the lack of a cost/benefit analysis or
strategic environmental assessment on wind energy - neither has been carried out, as anti-wind
campaigning groups have regularly complained about. (12)
Friends of the Earth Ireland noted that the 90 “actions” identified in the White Paper “don’t match
the scale of the ambition or the urgency of the challenge”. They also argued that the notion that
communities would become “agents of change” in the energy sector appears to be nothing more
than an aspiration with few details about how it will be achieved. (13)
There was a disappointing lack of discussion of energy policy in the general election campaign
following publication of the White Paper.
Dr Cara Augustenborg, a lecturer in climate change and the environment at the UCD School of
Biology and Environmental Science, undertook a comprehensive analysis of the manifestos to
compare their energy and climate change policies. She found limitations in all the manifestos.
She noted that, as this is its raison d’être, it is unsurprising that the Green Party emerges as
strongest in the analysis. It is rated number one followed (in descending order) by Labour;
Social Democrats; Fianna Fáil; Fine Gael; Renua; Sinn Féin; and People Before Profit. The
latter four parties had big omissions on their energy and climate change solutions.
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In terms of the governing Fine Gael party, there were no firm commitments in terms of carbon
reductions and all initiatives mentioned have to be “balanced” against other interests, including
the rural economy and the expansion of agricultural produce. The Whitegate oil refinery is to
stay open and its judgment on fracking was withheld. The manifesto made no specific reference
at all to solar energy. It argued that wind energy must be balanced against the concerns of local
communities.
Of the other parties, Fianna Fail was praised for offering to develop a specific department of
climate change, incorporating energy, transport and flood defence. However it had toughened its
position and was more resistant to onshore wind energy. Labour included some imaginative
ideas on developing ‘carbon neutral cities’ across Ireland within 20 years, pushing community
energy and opposing fracking. It sees compressed natural gas as an interim alternative to petrol
/ diesel. Sinn Fein was seen as lacking detail in its energy and climate change policies though it
officially opposes fracking. People Before Profit also publicly opposes fracking and supports
energy efficiency measures to alleviate fuel poverty, but their manifesto included few other
energy targets. The Greens call for binding carbon targets by 2030 and 80% emission reduction
by 2050. They also have specific actions for agriculture, forestry, energy and transport, though
few references to biomass policy. The Social Democrats advocate climate change legislation but
made no specific energy targets. (14)
The lack of a coherent all-encompassing energy vision therefore still remains in Irish politics.
Much remains tentative without the bold policies that other countries like Germany or Denmark
are moving ahead with. For example, the new Energy Minister Denis Naughten has said wind
energy needs to remain a part of the solution to developing low carbon energy. Keeping the
“balance” between the energy source and the local communities affected by it is essential. He
has said the guidelines on wind will be updated by November 2016. In response, the Green
Party Leader Eamon Ryan has noted that while it was also important to look at solar and
planning issues, wind energy remains the cheapest and most achievable zero energy option for
Ireland.
Friends of the Earth Ireland argue that consultation on wind farms should not be the priority.
Their director, Oisín Coghlan, said: “What’s really needed now is concrete measures to support
communities who want to develop their own energy projects – whether that’s wind, solar or
bioenergy. At a time when we have to reduce emissions, renewables now provide 23 per cent of
our power with zero pollution. By contrast, peat provides less than 9 per cent of our electricity
but produces 27 per cent of the climate pollution from power generation.” (15)
Much of the future direction of Irish energy policy is therefore still up for grabs and the new
National Energy Forum will be established shortly to assist achieving that. NFLA is disappointed
with the lack of urgency demonstrated across the political spectrum. Thus, in section 9 below,
NFLA puts forward its views on the role of local decentralised and community energy solutions
to try and kick-start some real and meaningful debate.
7.

The Northern Ireland Government’s Energy Vision for 2050
The Northern Ireland Government commissioned in 2013 the energy consultancy Ricardo-AEA,
in cooperation with Action Renewables, to develop an energy vision for Northern Ireland through
the next three decades to 2050. The vision was developed using the UK Government’s
pathways analysis for 2050, adapted for Northern Ireland with a number of expert workshops to
refine it further to consider the local barriers and opportunities that exist. (16)
‘Envisioning the Future for Northern Ireland’ considered two energy scenarios that could occur in
Northern Ireland. One would be for a continuation of current trends in a move towards increased
security of supply and decarbonisation. The second scenario considered a more aggressive
change towards higher security of supply and greater decarbonisation, with increased levels of
energy efficiency and greater moves to renewable energy.
The study concluded:
“The energy vision developed for Northern Ireland in 2050 suggests that significant progress
towards decarbonisation could be achieved, especially under the more ambitious Scenario 2.
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Reduction of 55% to 80% in energy related greenhouse gas emissions could be achieved
through:
• a switch to renewable electricity as the main form of electricity generation;
• a move to renewable heat;
• improved efficiency of buildings, industry processes, light and appliances;
• uptake of electric vehicles, plug in hybrid vehicles and fuel cell vehicles.”
This would involve a significant shift from using oil for heating in favour of gas, renewable heat
and electricity. Oil would still dominate the transport sector, and thus be vulnerable to
international cost fluctuations. Both scenarios though suggest Northern Ireland could see fossil
fuel imports decline from 96% in 2010 to between 68% and 41% in 2050. If achieved, Northern
Ireland could become a significant net exporter of electricity.
The study argues: “To achieve these changes in greenhouse gas emissions and security of
supply would require a sustained and concerted effort to deliver and would also require all
sectors of the economy to play their part in making the changes envisaged.”
Of course, such an energy vision, however preferable, is surrounded by significant uncertainties
in markets, technology and government policy. A key issue within the report as well was that it is
very much influenced by the EU policy context, and that has become a major uncertainty given
the vote to leave the EU (even if the electorate in Northern Ireland voted to remain). For
example, the report is predicated on following the EU Energy Roadmap 2050 strategy.
Despite the many uncertainties that exist it is useful to consider how the document envisages
key changes in electricity supply, as noted in this table:
Source of electricity
Fossil generation and
carbon capture & storage

Nuclear
Shale Gas
Onshore wind
Offshore wind

Scenario 1 for 2050
Combined cycle gas turbine
(CCGT) & Open Cycle Gas
Turbine (OCGT) replace current
fleet of power stations
None
None
Increases, post 2020, but not at
the same rate
Current proposed schemes
replaced like to like by 2050

Tidal stream

Wave
Solar PV
Hydro
Large scale biomass

Current proposed schemes
replaced like to like by 2050
None
Large increase, based on lower
costs
Increases, but not a significant
capacity
Several schemes at ports

Scenario 2 for 2050
CCGT and OCGT replace
current fleet. More OCGT in
Scenario 2
None
Developed, main impact is on
security of supply
Increases, post 2020, but not at
slightly higher rate
Current proposed schemes
replaced by increased capacity
by 2050
Current proposed schemes
replaced by increased capacity
by 2050
None
Larger increase, based on
lower costs
Increases, but not a significant
capacity
Larger schemes at ports, with a
large scheme with District
Heating in Belfast

Under electricity generating capacity onshore and offshore wind would make up over 40% and
50% of total capacity under scenario 1 and 2. Gas would account for 25% and 20% under the
two scenarios. In addition, tidal, solar, biomass and anaerobic digestion would make significant
contributions in replacing the need for coal and oil.
The negative effect of changes to the wider policy context can be seen with the Northern Ireland
Government, under pressure from the UK Government, closing the Northern Ireland Renewable
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Obligation (NIRO) to onshore wind in 2016. This was undertaken to stop the cost of supporting
onshore wind projects impacting on the consumer. Action Renewables has calculated that
thousands of jobs in the industry are threatened by this policy change, with farmers particularly
affected where they have not been able to establish a grid connection for their wind turbine(s).
In mid June 2016 the Northern Ireland Renewable Industry Group (NIRIG) and Renewables UK
gave evidence to the Northern Ireland Affairs Select Committee inquiry into the electricity sector
in Northern Ireland. They noted that there are severe challenges facing the renewables industry
in Northern Ireland following the closure of NIRO, with there now being no current route to
market for any form of renewables, whether that is renewable electricity through the NIRO or
renewable heat through the Renewable Heat Incentive. NIRIG also drew attention to the fact
that Northern Ireland is likely to be in generation deficit by 2021 and that new opportunities to
exploit local renewable sources could be lost without a comprehensive government energy
framework to support further expansion
NIRIG has published a 2016 ‘Renewables Manifesto’ to sketch out a way past this impasse and
provide an industry vision for 2020 and beyond. (17)
It makes the following recommendations:
• The high wind resource in Northern Ireland means that wind farms are the most competitive
in the UK market. Wind is cost competitive with new gas plant, and by the mid 2020s all
renewable sources will be cost competitive with gas. The Executive’s challenge is how they
support renewables accessing a stable market rather than relying on higher cost, higher
carbon alternatives.
• Reducing energy dependence from imports. If Northern Ireland reaches its 40% renewable
electricity target by 2020 it would reduce fuel import costs by £80.4m.
• Renewable energy creates high quality, high skill jobs. Integrating enterprise policy with
energy policy will create many more additional high quality jobs.
• Investment in renewables will ‘keep the lights on’, preventing Northern Ireland going into
generation deficit by 2021.
• There remains a substantial pipeline of renewable investors actively examining the Northern
Irish market. Under the last years of the NIRO, the industry is expected to invest over £500
million.
• Northern Ireland also has the potential to become an energy exporter of renewables.
NIRIG challenge politicians to make the following decisions to protect and enhance the
renewable energy industry:
• The renewable industry needs clear support across government to increase investor
confidence and to increase the social acceptance of Northern Ireland’s energy mix.
• The Government needs to spell out a clear pathway for the expansion of renewable energy
generation up to 2050 (NFLA notes that the Government’s current study noted above is not
seen as adequate enough from the renewable energy industry).
• There is a need to recognise the significance of the investment potential of renewable
energy and for government, with cooperation from the industry, to deliver adequate and
effective support systems for renewable generation.
• The new structure of government departments needs to align the energy work of
government in enterprise, research and planning with economic and environmental policy.
• There is a real need to develop a national energy grid that can facilitate investment and
support the increased use of ‘smart’ new technology solutions, like smart meters and energy
storage.
• It is a matter of urgency to construct and commission the second North-South
interconnector.
• There needs to be a formal assignation of responsibility in the Northern Ireland Government
for renewable energy growth and industry to ensure delivery of the Strategic Energy
Framework. Through this communication across departments and political parties would be
greatly improved.
• The Government should work with the Republic of Ireland, UK, Scottish and Welsh
Governments towards the creation of stronger market integration on the British and Irish
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Isles and with the wider European continent that would meet the need of a peripheral zone
with rich renewable energy resources.
NFLA supports all of the recommendations made to government by NIRIG. The analysis of the
promotion of low carbon energy in both north and south has emphasised that, though the
direction of travel, is positive, neither government is appearing to give the level of urgency
towards it that is required to meet 2020, 2030 and 2050 targets. There needs to be less
prevarication now and more action, and local authorities should be considered one of the
sectors that can assist the renewable energy industry to move much more radically forward in
this area.
8.

Garrad Hassan WWF report on the potential for renewable energy in Ireland
To give an external perspective on Irish energy futures, NFLA notes the World Wildlife Fund
(WWF) Northern Ireland report ‘Positive Energy: how renewable energy can transform the island
of Ireland by 2030’. This is its contribution to Ireland’s future energy mix. Like WWF-UK, they
commissioned the influential energy modelling group GL Garrad Hassan to examine how the
island of Ireland could achieve a secure, sustainable and decarbonised power sector over the
next 20 years. (18)
The key conclusions of the GL Garrad Hassan report were:
By 2030, more than 70% of the projected electricity demand in the Irish Single Energy
Market could be provided by renewable energy without compromising security of supply.
This though could only take place with bold and stable policies by both governments with
clear commitments and goals.
• The island of Ireland has a significantly larger renewable energy resource available to it than
would be needed to meet the projected annual electricity demand in 2030.
• Increasing the levels of interconnection would provide additional access to export markets
for renewable electricity generated in the island of Ireland which would enable a higher
volume of renewable capacity in the single energy market.
• The additional demand for electricity arising from the electrification of the heating and
transport sectors is manageable, especially if part of the demand is deferred to outside of
peak hours. The report calculates the electrification of transport to be less than 2% of
predicted demand in 2020 and the electrification of heating to be around 8% of predicted
demand in 2020.
• The report argues that in a decarbonised power sector across Ireland, a level of gas-fired
generation capacity similar to current levels would be sufficient to maintain security of supply
and ensure that electricity demand is met at all times. Gas level capacity could be reduced
further though if there is a higher level of interconnection to mainland Europe.
•

WWF-NI believes a key part of achieving this energy has to be for the governments north and
south in setting clear priorities and targets on both energy generation and energy reduction.
Such targets need to be legally-binding and set for every five year period up to 2030.
Interconnection is also a critical part of a successful renewables policy. Matching targets
between the two governments will also spur each of them to retain ambition and move forward
in a sensible, collaborative and mutually beneficial way.
The report advocates onshore and offshore wind to play a key part of new renewable
generation, while wave, tidal, sustainable bioenergy, geothermal and hydropower have more
limited development.
One area that was not mentioned though in the WWF-NI report was the comparatively recent
promotion of solar energy in Ireland. Recent research by Solar Media Market Research has
suggested that, with active support being brought forward by the Republic of Ireland
Government and major cutbacks to solar subsidies in the UK, many solar companies now see
Ireland as the next prospect for developing solar as the UK market slows. (19) This interest has
translated into a solar project pipeline of over 3GW and growing. Solar energy could
complement wind in Ireland – as it has done in Britain – and help in reaching 2020 renewable
energy targets and onwards. NFLA encourages the Northern Ireland Government to rethink its
policy on cutting subsidies for solar after March 2017. NFLA welcomes the Republic of Ireland
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Government’s active consideration of the additional benefits that solar could have in
complementing wind energy.
9.

The potential role of local authorities in Irish energy policy – north and south
Over the past decade, NFLA has been promoting international best practice in the development
of decentralised energy. The international experience across many European states, notably
Germany, Denmark, Sweden and Austria, has shown city, regional and local government can
play a highly positive role in developing a wide form of renewable energy generation,
encouraging energy efficiency, energy storage and new smart energy solutions. As well as in
the area of electricity generation, such local governments have also moved into the areas of
renewable heating and transport to deliver impressive district heating networks and sustainable,
low carbon transport options.
NFLA has previously highlighted some of these examples like Munich, Copenhagen and Vienna.
(20) From such examples, NFLA has been supporting and promoting the positive ways local
authorities in England, Scotland and Wales are beginning to move in a similar direction. In the
past year the creation of the first local authority energy companies since 1948 has taken place –
with Robin Hood Energy Ltd in Nottingham (21) and the Bristol Energy Company (22). Other
cities are following in a similar fashion with a number of smaller local authorities also developing
partnerships with community cooperatives and third party energy companies to develop ‘white
label’ arrangements that can deliver low carbon energy.
Similarly, there are now a number of excellent examples in the area of renewable heat and
expansive district heating networks being developed by local authorities. Aberdeen City Council
developed such a network many years ago, and it is so extensive the Council is now moving
towards developing an energy company of its own centred on its heat network. Southampton
City Council is another excellent example, and other councils are developing heat networks at
the local, county and regional levels. (23)
The challenge on the island of Ireland is to replicate these models. It is made more complicated
as energy remains highly centralised in Ireland compared to other European states. The powers
of local government in this area are also consequentially weaker than across the Irish Sea.
However, recent local government reorganisation to create larger county councils / city councils
in the Republic of Ireland and larger district councils in Northern Ireland could give scope to
move forward in this area.
In the Republic of Ireland, the Strategic Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) has previously been
given responsibility to develop the ‘sustainable energy community’ concept. This is a holistic
approach to generate low carbon renewable energy and associated measures at a
decentralised local level.
SEAI defines it as follows: “A Sustainable Energy Community (SEC) is a community in which
everyone works together to develop a sustainable-energy system. To do so, they aim as far as
possible to be energy-efficient, to use renewable energy and to develop decentralised energy
supplies. This integrated approach allows for a balance of demand and supply, which gives the
community greater energy autonomy.
The Sustainable Energy Community model begins by establishing a clearly defined geographic
area called the Sustainable Energy Zone (SEZ). The SEZ establishes sustainable energy
targets that are measured and monitored and creates a focal point for partners, projects and
proposals to integrate in a structured way. This allows new technologies and techniques be tried
and tested in an incubator or living laboratory environment. A Sustainable Energy Community is
the integration and collaborative action in the wider community (e.g. town or region) to expand
and replicate ideas tested in the SEZ.” (24)
The first such SEC was developed in County Louth around Dundalk, with some cross-border
cooperation with Newry and Mourne Council (now Newry, Mourne and Down Council). The
‘Dundalk 2020 SEC’ set itself targets to achieve 20% renewable heat, 20% renewable electricity,
and 40% energy efficiency in selected buildings by 2020. It was estimated that these targets,
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once reached, would reduce carbon-dioxide emissions locally by 10,000 tonnes each year. It had
reached over half of that target by 2010 alone and is continuing to progress. What has been
productive and effective in this initiative is the holistic approach and the wide level of
stakeholders in the public, private and community sectors involved. (25) Due to its leadership in
this area, Dundalk Municipal District Committee within Louth County Council has recently
established a dedicated multi-disciplinary Renewable Energy Unit to research ways it can now
move forward with developing more expansive renewable energy schemes and decentralised
energy strategies.
This approach has been rolled out to other areas and there are a number of ‘sustainable energy
communities’ in places as diverse as urban areas like Dublin City and South Dublin Council to
more rural schemes in Cavan, Tipperary, Wicklow, Wexford, Waterford, Roscommon and
Donegal. Such schemes have seen new community-owned renewable energy projects,
improvements in energy efficiency in local housing and business stock and smarter travel plans.
(26) It has to be said though that much of the public information on such schemes is dated,
suggesting the ambition for their development by the SEAI has diminished in recent years.
In addition, NFLA is pleased to note that the four councils in the Dublin area are currently
developing climate strategies and action plans, with support from Codema. This will be a Dublin
Regional approach, and it takes account of the reality that climate mitigation and adaptation
issues are transboundary in nature. As a result, the four local authorities are collaborating on
solutions, with a single document 'Draft Strategy towards Climate Change Action Plans for the
Dublin Local Authorities' currently in preparation. In parallel with this, four individual action plans,
with synchronised methodology, are being developed. This work is ongoing, with the combined
document due for completion in December 2016 and the 4 draft action plans in late 2017. (27)
Other regional approaches are being drafted and are to be welcomed. Local councils need to
catalyse the new powers around planning and economic development and look to develop
alliances with community energy cooperatives and providers. Such collaborative work and
imaginative use of policy is going to be critical in moving decentralised energy forward, to
catalyse the ‘energy citizen’ approach of the Government’s Energy White Paper and be given
more scope to move such policies forward.
There are definite advantages to this newly implemented system, such as enabling local councils
and communities to have a greater say in how public services are managed, removing
duplication across the complex public service delivery map in the Republic of Ireland, as well as
enabling councils to raise extra funds by realising capital assets, buildings and equipment that
are now deemed unnecessary, and exercising new financial powers to borrow in order to develop
local economies.
In Northern Ireland there has been some positive moves by Councils to develop decentralised
energy strategies. For example, Belfast City Council has joined with Queen’s University to
develop a Combined Heat and Power unit to make major energy savings and become more ‘ecofriendly’. The £1.5m facility, adjacent to the Botanic Gardens is part of a project to reduce the
carbon footprint in Belfast by 10,000 tonnes by 2020. (28) At a Council meeting in December
2015 the Council also agreed to “implement an energy transition action plan which includes a
timeline of actions to be taken and policies to be implemented by the council to support
renewable energy”. That report is due to be completed by autumn 2016. (29)
Derry City and Strabane District Council are currently considering the increasing demands for
energy over the Local Development Plan (LDP) period. Accordingly the Council needs to support
the development of sustainable and renewable sources of energy in the LDP. Parts of the
District’s upland landscape are considered attractive for windfarm development. The strategic
impacts on landscape quality and the natural and built heritage are also being considered as part
of the LDP process. (30)
In general though, there does not appear to be the same level of urgency in developing detailed
energy strategies across Northern Ireland Councils as is taking place in England, Scotland and
Wales. As a result, NFLA Policy Briefing 152, which complements this briefing, gives Northern
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Ireland and Republic of Ireland authorities a detailed briefing of the steps made by a wide variety
of Councils in England, Scotland and Wales as a comparison to their own direction of travel.
These examples show the positive way decentralised energy can work and NFLA encourages
Irish Councils – north and south - to use them as inspiration in their own locality and to lobby
their Governments, SEAI, NIRIG, NILGA and AILG to look at ways to replicate such ambition.
(31)
10. How does ‘Brexit’ affect the moves towards a single energy market in Ireland?
One of the key and most positive ways to develop renewable energy on the island of Ireland has
been the relatively recent cooperation to create a single energy market in Ireland, under the
framework of harmonising energy policy in the European Union (EU). Established in 2007, the
single energy market has led to much more cooperation with energy interconnectors north and
south, as well as with the islands of Britain and Ireland. There has also been a greater readiness
between the two Irish Governments to more readily cooperate on energy policy and look at
implementing consistent policy where possible and practical.
The decision of the UK electorate to vote to leave the EU though could have significant
implications on the single energy market in Ireland. However, until the UK Government invokes
Article 50 in early 2017, it remains unclear how energy arrangements may change. The key
issue for the new UK Government under Theresa May and Energy Infrastructure Minister Greg
Clarke will be over whether the UK remains within the EU’s Integrated Energy Market (IEM).
Kim McClenaghan, Director of Price Waterhouse Coopers Ireland notes:
“Current arrangements are unlikely to undergo changes in the short term, as this would require
significant variation of UK legislation and policy. However, a significant portion of Ireland’s
primary energy products are imported from the UK and therefore Brexit will potentially have
large impacts on the energy sector in the longer term, so the approach required at the moment
is to take stock of current positions and make robust plans for the future.”
However, McClenaghan adds:
“The risk to the Irish economy arises from the delayed or abandoned harmonisation of energy
market arrangements. Ireland and Northern Ireland currently operate a single wholesale
electricity market and voluntarily harmonised retail arrangements. Regulators are in the process
of reforming the wholesale electricity market to fully conform to the EU Target Model. The
reforms will facilitate more efficient trading with EU member states, allowing decarbonisation of
the electricity system at reduced cost while maintaining security and continuity of supply.” (32)
The UK Government’s decision on the IEM will have real and significant ramifications across the
island of Ireland. In an informative article by Matthew Duhan, adviser to the Global Counsel
public policy group, he notes this decision poses particular problems for EirGrid, which both
owns and operates the electricity generation grid across the island. Duhan argues that if the UK
leaves the IEM and its regulatory framework diverges significantly from EU rules post-Brexit, the
continuation of the unified electricity market may require the negotiation of some kind of ‘carveout’ from UK regulation for Northern Ireland.
Another area of potential difficulty will be around the security of supply for gas. The Republic of
Ireland is classified with the UK – on which it currently relies for over 95% of its gas supply - as
the ‘northwest’ region for the planning and response to gas supply disruptions by the European
Commission. Unless it remains within the EEA, it seems unlikely that the UK will continue to be
part of the EU’s gas security of supply frameworks post-Brexit, leaving Ireland without
connection to another EU member state. This is one reason why the Republic of Ireland has
been in early discussions with France over an interconnector with them.
Duhan suggests however Ireland could potentially benefit from the beginning of production at
Ireland’s Corrib gas field, which it is estimated could ultimately provide up to 75% of Ireland’s
gas demand, and give the island a greater level of energy independence than it has ever had
previously. (33)
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The NFLA Secretariat is developing a comprehensive briefing on Brexit and how it will affect
nuclear policy, energy policy and defence policy. This will be published shortly. Whilst much
remains unclear, it is also obvious that Irish Governments north and south need to be in detailed
negotiations with the UK Government and the European Commission to mitigate any negative
effects of Brexit on the single energy market.
11. Other energy issues in Ireland – fracking, fossil fuel dependency and fuel poverty
Like the devolved governments in Scotland and Wales, both the Northern Ireland Government
and the Republic of Ireland Government have moratoriums on the development of shale gas
extraction on the island of Ireland. Both governments have commissioned independent scientific
research on the environmental and health effects of the fracking process, which will report in
2017.
The governments north and south will certainly be watching the development of fracking sites
approved in North Yorkshire and in Lancashire with interest. It should be noted that, using
loopholes in planning rules, a site in Woodburn Forest, County Antrim, did see exploratory
underground drilling by the company Interstrata in February 2016. In June the company though
confirmed that the drilling down to 2,000 metres under the service had now stopped as no oil
reserves were found. The site would instead be plugged and abandoned. Friends of the Earth
Northern Ireland welcomed the closure of the site and noted the democratic deficit, that had
allowed the drilling to begin in the first place, needed now to be resolved. (34)
NFLA remains concerned about the potential environmental, health and radiological issues that
remain to be resolved about the fracking process, as it has outlined in NFLA Policy Briefing 105.
(35) Fracking also is not a low carbon energy source. NFLA believes fracking is largely a
distraction from developing low carbon renewable energy projects. For the island of Ireland,
fracking would continue to increase its long-held dependency on fossil fuels rather than actually
reducing it, which would be much more preferable.
Of more pressing importance in Ireland is the need for Councils and both Governments to tackle
the alarming rates of fuel poverty in Ireland. Over 40% of households are classed as being in
fuel poverty in Northern Ireland, the highest rate in the UK. Though the figure is half of that - at
around 20% - in the Republic of Ireland, there has been a significant increase in fuel poverty in
recent years, particularly during the period of deep economic recession (2008–2014). In the
area of fuel poverty, both Governments need to provide resources to local Councils to lead the
effort to insulate houses and look at the wider welfare system to provide payments to those who
are in the most extreme fuel poverty. This has real health impacts as well, as Ireland has one of
the highest rates of excess winter mortality in the EU. Studies suggest as much as 50% of these
deaths are down to the poor quality of Irish housing stock. (36)
NFLA calls for a more concerted strategy on energy efficiency and welfare payments that allow
those most affected by fuel poverty the resources to cope with a long and cold winter. Councils
should be given the lead to identify the communities most affected by fuel poverty and prioritise
action to assist them.
12. Conclusions and recommendations
In summarising the state of play with Irish energy policy, north and south, the key conclusion
that comes to mind for the NFLA is that great potential is evident in Ireland becoming a leading
generator of renewable energy, but it is not being fully realised. It is apparent that neither
Government really understands enough either the threat of climate change or the potential of the
transition to carbon free economies and the economic benefits of getting ahead of the curve
instead of timidly following trends elsewhere. If they did understand such threats then targets
would be set for home heating, agriculture and transport. The sheer speed with which the
profusion and rapid cost reductions of renewables and energy storage across the world are not
evident in the current policy of governments in Ireland, north or south.
The Republic of Ireland’s White Paper on energy puts a potentially good structure in place, but
the lack of timelines, the need for gradual consensus and to build up wide community support is
all tentative, when the urgency of climate change requires quite radical and swift action.
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Northern Ireland would also benefit from a new energy strategy to practically discuss its
direction of travel. There has been some good progress in the upscaling of renewable energy,
particularly wind energy, across Ireland, but it has been uneven and has been too much ‘top
down’ and therefore has lost a considerable amount of community support. This is where
Councils and community cooperatives become so important, as the conduit for ensuring greater
levels of community ownership, consultation and revenue over the development of such low
carbon energy solutions.
The ambitious targets which exist in developing Irish low carbon energy policy for both
governments needs to be given a greater level of urgency and priority. The general lack of
active discussion on energy in Irish politics, seen most evidently in the 2015 elections in the
Republic of Ireland and Northern Ireland, is troubling. It is not just an energy conversation that is
required across the island of Ireland, but targeted action backed up with resources.
Furthermore, in Northern Ireland, the Government should not be following the subsidy cut
regime that the UK Government has undertaken in such a devastating fashion in the past 12
months.
The two Irish Governments north and south need to actively consider new legislation and other
methods to engage Councils more actively in the support of low carbon initiatives. The positive
moves towards decentralised energy in Councils in England, Scotland and Wales should be
actively considered, and the even more rapid moves in similar sized countries like Denmark and
Portugal need also to be studied and where practical replicated. The positive work of the SEAI
needs to be ramped up as well to develop partnerships with Councils and between Councils
both sides of the border to deliver practical community-based energy projects.
There also needs to be much more ambition amongst Councils to take advantage of their
enhanced powers following reorganisation to promote partnerships with renewable energy
companies and community energy cooperatives. In its meetings, NFLA has consistently
promoted best practice in this area, and will continue to do so. It would benefit from its member
councils, and new member councils, actively leading the local energy debate and challenging
both governments and energy agencies to do more.
This Policy Briefing has set out the existing state of Irish low carbon energy policy and the
potential direction of travel. At the core of the NFLA’s work programme is to support best
practice and lobby government for progress in the development of decentralised energy. Further
updates will be developed and NFLA All Ireland Forum meetings will continue to provide ways to
move forward. NFLA also needs its members to be fully engaged in the Irish energy debate,
particularly as ‘Brexit’ begins to bite. Its upcoming UK and Ireland Annual Policy Seminar in
Dublin City Hall on the 25th November is the next opportunity for discussing this debate and
moving forward. Councillors and relevant officers are encouraged to attend.
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