
 

 

Mr. Richard Bruton TD, 
Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment 
29-31 Adelaide Road 
Dublin D02 X285 

 

Re: Forthcoming Review of Irish Energy Security and Sustainability 

Dear Minister Bruton, 

As researchers active in developing effective pathways for rapid energy system decarbonisation, aligned 
with the temperature and equity goals of the Paris Climate Agreement, we take this opportunity to write 
to you in connection with the major review into the security and sustainability of Ireland's energy 
(primarily electricity) supply which you announced in November 2019 . 1

There is no doubt that Ireland faces significant challenges to both security and sustainability of energy 
supply in the decades immediately ahead. The critical dependence on natural gas for both electricity 
generation and heating in residential and large scale/industrial applications is already especially 
concerning, given the lack of significant domestic methane storage facilities, likely depletion of supply 
from the Corrib field within the next ten years, and new uncertainties associated with the exit of the UK 
from the European Union. In any case, natural gas is, of course, a fossil fuel and the current practice of 
unabated natural gas combustion is fundamentally unsustainable due to the direct ongoing (and 
accumulating) territorial release of CO2 to atmosphere, and the upstream releases of both CO2 and CH4 
arising in extraction, processing and transport.  Accordingly, we strongly welcome this important and 2

timely review process. 

The effectiveness of the review will, of course, depend critically on the terms of reference and 
methodology adopted. In that regard, we would like to advocate for incorporation of the following specific 
points: 

1. We note, in the announcement of the review, the characterisation of natural gas as “the lowest 
CO2 emitting fossil fuel”. We would emphasise that this is, at best, a highly simplified perspective. 
It is correct only at the point of combustion, and only for CO2, and even then tacitly assumes the 
highest efficiency conversion plant (CCGT in the case of electricity generation); that is, it neglects 
the risk of migration toward lower efficiency (higher GHG intensity) plant (OCGT), and the 
significant role of upstream emissions of both CO2 and CH4. We suggest that it is essential that 

1 Minister Bruton Initiates Major Review into Ireland’s Energy Supply. Media Release, DCCAE, 15 Nov 2019. 
https://tinyurl.com/wt3molb  
2 McMullin et al, 2018. Is Natural Gas “Essential for Ireland’s Future Energy Security”? Independent academic 
review commissioned on behalf of Stop Climate Ireland. https://tinyurl.com/sjutvfm  
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the latter issues be properly and adequately addressed in the course of the review. This is 
particularly crucial for any assessment of the sustainability and security of unconventional 
(“fracked”) natural gas (potential for significantly increased upstream CH4 release) or the use of 
CCS with natural gas (having zero mitigation potential for upstream emissions, by definition).  

2. We welcome the recognition that there are already identified technical alternatives to fossil fuels 
for firm electricity generating capacity. In particular, chemical electrofuels (H2, NH3) clearly offer 
technical routes toward very large scale (TWh+) energy storage which, in tandem with other 
measures (migration away from current liquid fossil fuels in transport and heat to the use of 
zero-carbon energy carriers, specifically electricity and hydrogen) could allow a significant 
majority of Irish energy needs (not just electricity) to be met from indigenous very low-GHG 
sources. This would consist primarily of wind, onshore and offshore, but also with some 
significant solar PV. This presents the possibility of a “triple-win” on energy security, sustainability 
and economic development, by allowing Ireland to achieve global leadership in the 
commercialisation and large-scale deployment of these technologies. Of course, this can 
plausibly happen only with strong political vision leading to decisive and sustained state 
intervention, at scale, to support it; but given the synergy with wider EU objectives, it is 
reasonable to expect that significant EU-level supports could also be effectively leveraged for this 
strategy. 

3. We recommend that the key governing sustainability parameters of the review should be 
expressed, not in terms of a particular “renewable penetration” in one energy sector (such as 
electricity generation), but in terms of rapid absolute GHG emissions reduction across the energy 
system as a whole. This is critically important because it is absolute emissions (or more precisely, 
cumulative GHG forcing) that determines whether or not climate disruption will be effectively 
constrained within prudent and equitable limits. That is, the sustainability, in climate terms, of any 
given energy supply scenario, can only be properly determined by reference to absolute GHG 
emissions. While renewable energy penetration metrics do bear some relationship to absolute 
emissions, this relationship is a tenuous and potentially misleading one. This is both because 
penetration obscures the potential effects of underlying growth in energy consumption, and 
because the definitions of “renewable” in current use are a poor proxy for GHG profile (some 
“non-renewable” supply options may have relatively low GHG intensity, and, conversely, some 
“renewable” options may have relatively high GHG intensity).  

4. Current collective GHG emission reduction ambition is known to fall far short of the scale 
and urgency required to align with the Paris temperature goals.  This remains the case even 3

under the anticipated marginal increase of ambition at EU level to target so-called “nett zero” 
emissions by 2050. Independent assessments suggest that prudent, equitable, ambition, 
consistent with the Paris goals, will require the EU as a whole to reach nett zero well before 2050. 
In the case of the relatively wealthy EU member states with high per capita emissions – such as 
Ireland –  nett zero would likely have to be achieved c. 2035; and even then would rely on 
achieving significantly nett negative emissions over an indefinitely extended period thereafter. 
Nett negative emissions currently have only very poorly characterised technical feasibility and 
cost .  This ongoing disconnect between mitigation ambition and what is prudentially, equitably, 4

physically, required is central to the unfolding climate crisis. 

3 See for example, the Climate Interactive assessment: https://tinyurl.com/gw9xa6e  
4 McGeever et al 2019, Assessing the terrestrial capacity for Negative Emission Technologies in Ireland. 
https://tinyurl.com/tu8dsld  
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5. Accordingly, a meaningful review of future energy supply security and sustainability must not be 
limited to considering only existing, inadequate, emissions reduction targets. As a minimum, it 
should consider multiple mitigation scenarios, specifically including scenarios that are actually 
consistent with a fair, prudent and equitable national contribution to the scale of mitigation now 
required physically to limit global temperature increase within the Paris agreement goals . 5

6. Conversely, in assessing risks to energy security, the review should be required to present and 
assess worst case scenarios for climate impacts (including cascading effects such as 
climate-induced conflict) with possible disruption of existing international supply chains, including 
potential for early, severe and prolonged disruption of supply of fossil fuels. 

7. Given the cumulative nature of CO2 climate effects, and the unavoidable time lags in replacing 
large scale energy supply infrastructure, early action to limit emissions in advance of supply 
decarbonisation, must now be considered as a key element of energy system sustainability. That 
is, while the review is focussed on security and sustainability of energy supply this cannot be 
assessed in isolation from consideration of energy demand. Again, as a minimum, the review 
should consider the implications of multiple energy demand scenarios, specifically including 
scenarios of significant near-term demand constraint.  6

8. Given the pervasive importance of energy security and sustainability to wider societal functioning, 
resilience and well-being, we strongly urge that the review actively incorporate large scale and 
substantive public engagement, offering all citizens (but especially those from younger 
demographics), meaningful opportunities to be informed of the parameters and considerations 
underlying the review, and to influence its outcomes. Such engagement is likely to be an 
essential prerequisite for wide public acceptance of the need for decisive, prioritised, action.   7

We would appreciate a response acknowledging these inputs to the review. We would welcome an 
opportunity to meet with you and relevant staff in your Department to elaborate any of the points made, 
and address any queries that may arise in advance of the review proper commencing; but more 
importantly, we would specifically request an opportunity to formally engage with the review team when it 
is appointed. Please advise as soon as possible if this can be facilitated. 

Yours sincerely, 

 

 

 

 

5 McMullin et al, 2019. Assessing Negative Carbon Dioxide Emissions from the Perspective of a National ‘Fair 
Share’ of the Remaining Global Carbon Budget. https://tinyurl.com/y6tkw383  
6 McMullin, 2017. TEQs: Empowering Citizens for Radical Climate Action. A submission to the Citizens’ Assembly. 
https://tinyurl.com/y5oaq8uz  
7 A Citizens’ Convention for a PostCarbon Ireland. An open letter addressed to all parties and candidates in 
General Election 2016.  https://tinyurl.com/suvw7rj  
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