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Background 
The Irish Programme for Government recently agreed between Fianna Fáil, Fine Gael and the Green 
Party, commits to strengthen national climate mitigation ambition as follows: 

We are committed to an average 7% per annum reduction in overall greenhouse gas emissions 
from 2021 to 2030 (a 51% reduction over the decade) and to achieving net zero emissions by 
2050. The 2050 target will be set in law by the Climate Action Bill, which will be introduced in the 
Dáil within the first 100 days of government, alongside a newly established Climate Action 
Council. The Bill will define how five-year carbon budgets will be set. (p. 32)  1

In this short scientific advisory note we provide some preliminary comments to inform debate on 
constraints for “how five-year carbon budgets will be set” in the forthcoming Climate Action Bill. We focus 
specifically on the first two such budgets, covering the periods 2021-2025 and 2026-2030. A forthcoming 
working paper will provide more detailed analysis. 

Key points 
1. Based on standard precedents (in both EU and national policy), and reflecting the relevant scientific 

understanding, it is our view that the commitment to achieving an “average” 7% per annum 
emissions reduction over the period 2021-2030 must be interpreted as meaning that, while actual 
year-on-year reductions may vary up or down from the 7% rate, the maximum allowed cumulative 
emissions (“carbon budget”) over the full period must correspond to that of a constant 7% per annum 
pathway. We emphasise that this is the only interpretation that yields a satisfactorily well-defined 
scientific bound on Irish contribution to future climate change arising from emissions over this period. 

2. While a constant 7% per annum pathway would indeed result in an aggregate (compounded) 
reduction of 51% over 10 years, it does not follow that every pathway meeting the latter end point is 
equivalent (in cumulative carbon budget) to the constant 7% per annum pathway. But as it is only the 
commitment to an “average 7% per annum” reduction pathway, interpreted in cumulative carbon 
budget terms, that places an effective bound on climate change effect, the 7% pathway budget must 
have primacy over the aggregate reduction in annual emissions over the 10 year period (51% or 
otherwise).  In particular, any early shortfall on the 7% annum reduction rate implies that the 
2030 target aggregate reduction will have to be significantly greater.  

3. The precise intended scope of “overall greenhouse gas emissions” is not defined in the Programme 
for Government.  By default, we will here adopt the default scope used in the EPA 2020 GHG 
Projections. Prior to assessment of Covid-19 effects, this gives a projected value for “overall” Irish 
2020 emissions of about 62.6 million tonnes of CO₂ equivalent (MtCO₂eq), in the “With Additional 
Measures” (WAM) scenario. This excludes land use and international aviation and shipping. We note 
that any such restriction of scope is contested, and should be explicitly clarified in the new Bill. 

1 These interrelated commitments do imply tangibly greater levels of ambition than represented in previous Irish national climate 
policy (specifically the 2014 National Policy Position and the 2019 Climate Action Plan). Further critical analysis is still needed 
to assess the extent to which they are, or are not, commensurate with Ireland’s prudent, “fair share”, national contribution to 
meeting the goals of the Paris Agreement; but that is beyond the scope of this note. 
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4. On this basis, a constant 7% per annum reduction pathway over the period 2021-2030  equates to a 
10-year cumulative carbon budget of about 429 million tonnes of CO₂ equivalent (MtCO₂eq). This 
breaks down into two 5-year carbon budgets: 253 MtCO₂eq for 2021–2025, and 176 MtCO₂eq for 
2025–2030. This allocation of the 10-year budget (via a constant 7% pathway) represents a default 
59%:41% split of the overall 10-year budget between the two 5-year periods.  

5. By contrast, the current EPA projections, based on the 2019 Climate Action Plan measures, would 
imply a substantially higher (less stringent) 5-year carbon budget of about 289 MtCO₂eq for the 
period 2021-2025. To still be compatible with the 10-year constant “7% per annum reduction” 
cumulative carbon budget, that would leave just 140 MtCO₂eq available for the second five year 
period, corresponding to a 67%:33% split of the 10-year budget. Based, for example, on standard 
linearisation of 5-year pathways, this would imply that, by 2030, the annual emissions rate would 
then have to fall by about 83% relative to 2020. 

 

The annual line chart and cumulative bar charts below compare such a “delayed action” pathway 
(pink solid lines and bar chart) to the piecewise linear pathway most closely approximating a 
constant 7% per annum reduction (blue dotted lines and bar chart), with both pathways meeting a 
10-yr budget of 429 MtCO2eq for 2021-2030. 

6. The Programme for Government correctly emphasises that some longer term mitigation measures 
initiated in the period 2021-2025 will only deliver their full emissions reduction effect in the period 
2026-2030. Nonetheless, the basic analysis above shows that, within the appropriate discipline of 
the carbon budget framework, there is only very limited flexibility for such delayed, “backloaded”, 
delivery of emission cuts. Early and deep emission reductions are therefore likely required, starting 
immediately, as well as ensuring ongoing large scale investment in achieving quantified 
commitments to later reductions. 

7. Some sectoral activity constraints are likely to be needed to achieve adequate near-term 
reduction in emissions (i.e. within the term of the current government). Such near-term emissions 
reduction should be significantly in excess of that implied by current EPA projections (i.e., beyond 
the measures of the 2019 Climate Action Plan), if the 10-year “average 7% per annum reduction” 
cumulative carbon budget implied by the Programme for Government is to remain credible. 

 

Conclusion 
The cumulative emission outcome (carbon budget constraint) actually achieved in the period 
2021–2025, and its consistency with the 10-year 7% per annum pathway budget commitment, will 
define the key scientific test by which the climate action credibility and effectiveness of the government 
now taking office will ultimately be judged. 
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