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1. Introduction 

The Irish Climate Policy Evaluation (ICPE) project was funded by the EPA (2017-CCRP-
DS.12). The aim of the project was to undertake an ex post evaluation of Ireland’s policy 
response to climate change across all sectors since 1996. As an exercise in ex post evaluation, 
the ICPE project focused on policies and measures already in place at the commencement of 
the project. Our first ports of call were the NMP, the NAF and data submitted by Ireland under 
the EU’s Monitoring Mechanism Regulation [(EU) No. 525/2013/EU], which requires 
Member States to report on policies and measures they have adopted to reduce GHG emissions 
and adapt to climate change. Those policies listed as planned or implemented only in 2017 or 
2018 in the NMP were excluded from our analysis. Moreover, policies and measures 
announced as part of the National Development Plan or the Climate Action Plan fell outside 
the scope of our analysis. 

The project technical description called for an evaluation of “effectiveness, efficiency, 
coherence and relevance. The evaluation framework utilised should align with standard 
evaluation criteria and procedures used in ex-post evaluations of EU policies”. Accordingly, 
the ICPE project incorporated the standard criteria of effectiveness, efficiency, coherence and 
relevance, but, importantly, added two additional criteria: “governance” and “distributional 
impact”. Because of the diverse set of criteria that spans both process and outcome dimensions, 
the project drew on a diverse set of qualitative and quantitative data and sought to triangulate 
from multiple sources where possible. 

We divided our research into five sectoral work packages. For each of the five work packages, 
our research commenced with a comprehensive mapping exercise drawing on a wide range of 
data sources. This was used to produce a sectoral overview that detailed policies in place and 
undertook an initial evaluation according to the six criteria above. This overview was then 
presented at a workshop of invited sectoral stakeholders: policymakers from across relevant 
government departments and public bodies, business, civil society and academia. Input and 
feedback were sought at these workshops on the research to date as well as on areas suitable 
for further research.  

This document presents the findings of our research on climate change mitigation policies in 
the electricity generation sector. Section 2 provides a broad overview of the sector. Section 3 
presents the actions and measures pertaining to electricity generation. Section 4 evaluates the 
actions and measures against six evaluation criteria: effectiveness, efficiency, coherence, 
relevance, distributional impact, and governance. Based on the assessment, we put forward 
recommendations for future actions in section 5. 

2. Sectoral overview 

In 2017, electricity generation accounted for 33% of primary energy use in Ireland. Transport 
and heat accounted for 35% and 32% respectively. The share of electricity generation in total 
primary energy use is largely similar to the 2005 share, which was 32% (SEAI 2018). Within 
electricity generation, 45% of energy inputs were lost in transformation, as illustrated in Figure 
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1. Natural gas accounted for over half (51%) of electricity generated that year. Wind accounted 
for nearly a quarter (24.8%), and renewable sources as a whole accounted for 30.1%. The 
national target under the Renewable Energy Directive for renewable energy is 16% 2020. As 
set out in the National Renewable Energy Action Plan (NREAP), Ireland’s target for renewable 
electricity (RES-E) is 40% by 2020 (Government of Ireland 2010). 

Figure 1: Flow of energy in electricity gneration, 2017 

 

Source: SEAI (2018, p 22) 

Figure 2: Primary fuel mix for electricity generation, 1990–2016 

 

Source: SEAI (2017, p 25) 
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The fuel mix for electricity generation has changed significantly since 1990. Figure 2 illustrates 
relevant trends. It can be seen that oil has declined significantly, while coal has declined 
relatively marginally. Natural gas has increased significantly, both displacing oil and coal but 
also accounting for much of the increase in total electricity generation over this period. 

Figure 3 shows final electricity demand by sector and also overall. The trend is broadly stable 
between 2005 and 2017, but with variation within that period coupled to the economic cycle. 
Final electricity demand reached a peak in 2008 at 2,294 ktoe. It was 3.1% lower than the 2008 
peak in 2017 at 2,223 ktoe (SEAI 2018, p 29). Looking forward, EirGrid projects significant 
growth in electricity demand over the coming decade, driven largely by electricity demand 
from data centres (EirGrid 2018a). This is discussed further in section 4.4 below. 

Figure 3: Final consumption of electricity by sector 

 

Source: SEAI (2018, p 29) 

3. Policies and measures in place 

3.1 Policy context 

Ireland’s policy approach to energy has been framed for the past decade by the three pillars of 
security, sustainability, and competitiveness. In 2007, government published a white paper 
covering the period 2007–2020 entitled “Delivering a Sustainable Energy Future for Ireland”. 
It framed Ireland’s response to energy challenges in terms of broader European and global 
trends and approaches, noting a “global and European context which has put energy security 
and climate change among the most urgent international challenges” (DCMNR 2007, p 5).  

The next government white paper on energy, published eight years later in December 2015, 
took a markedly different rhetorical approach. It framed the discourse around energy policy 
more explicitly in terms of sustainability and decarbonisation. Entitled “Ireland’s Transition to 
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a Low Carbon Energy Future, 2015–2030”, it put climate change and the transition to a 
decarbonised energy system much more front and centre, with “energy security” not appearing 
until chapter 6, while “energy costs” appeared as chapter 8 (DCENR 2015). It committed to 
transforming Ireland’s energy sector into a clean, low-carbon system by 2050, stating that 
“eventually, we will have to generate 100% of all our energy needs—not just electricity—from 
clean sources” (DCENR 2015). The White Paper also put citizens at the centre of the energy 
transition as active participants.  

EU membership also provides a crucial policy context for the energy sector. The EU’s 2020 
climate and energy package set a target of 20% reduction in GHGs, 20% share of renewables, 
and 20% increase in energy efficiency. Fossil fuel electricity generation (as well as large 
industrial energy users) is covered by the EU Emissions Trading Scheme (EU ETS) with an 
EU-wide reduction target of 21% relative to 2005. For much of the past decade, the carbon 
price delivered by the EU ETS remained below €10 per tonne as a result of a huge surplus of 
allowances, caused in large part by the economic crisis and the high level of imports of 
international credits. However, over the course of 2018 the ETS carbon price rose significantly, 
crossing the €20 threshold in August and rising to close to €25 by year end. This was driven 
by an anticipated tightening of supply of EUAs as a result of the start-up of the Market Stability 
Reserve (MSR) in January 2019. The centre-piece of EU ETS reform, the MSR will remove 
24% of the outstanding cumulative surplus each year from 2019 to 2023 (Carbon Tracker 
2018). 

Under the 2009 Renewable Energy Directive, Ireland has a binding renewable energy target of 
16% by 2020. As set out in the NREAP, this overall target is broken down into component 
targets for electricity (40%), heat (12%), and transport (10%) (Government of Ireland 2010). 
Hence, Ireland’s electricity generation sector is covered by both the EU ETS for emissions 
reduction but also a renewables target.  

In October 2014, the European Council set a GHG reduction target for 2030 of 40% relative to 
1990 levels, as well as a 27% target for renewable energy and a 27% target for energy 
efficiency. In June 2018, the Council and Parliament reached agreement on revision of the 
Renewable Energy Directive. This agreement increased the headline target to 32% energy from 
renewables by 2030. In contrast to the 2009 Directive, the recast Directive does not set 
individual member state targets for renewable energy. Instead, the 32% target is binding at EU 
level only. 

Another element of the 2030 climate and energy framework legislative package is the new 
Governance Regulation for the Energy Union. The finalised Regulation was agreed between 
the Council and the Parliament also in June 2018. With respect to renewable energy and the 
EU-level target of 32% by 2030, under the Governance Regulation 18% of this target should 
be reached by 2022, 43% by 2025, and 65% by 2027.  

Ireland reports on climate change policies and measures on a biannual basis under the EU 
Greenhouse Gas Monitoring Mechanism Regulation (MMR)(525/2013). Under the MMR 
requirements, member states are required to report on ex post policy impacts as well as realised 
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costs and benefits of policies and measures “where available”. In common with a majority of 
member states, Ireland has not reported this data for any PaMs reported under the MMR 
(European Environment Agency 2018, p 27). Moreover, the PAMs database is not particularly 
informative in respect of policies relating the energy supply. Only three policies are listed and, 
for example, none of the Renewable Energy Feed-in Tariff (REFIT) schemes are included.  

The rest of this section attempts to provide a more complete picture of climate change 
mitigation policies in the electricity generation sector drawing on a range of sources going 
beyond the data reported in the EEA PaMs database. It draws on a variety of sources, including 
the National Mitigation Plan (NMP) (DCCAE 2017c) and NREAP (DCCAE 2017b).  

3.2 Renewable energy support schemes 

The first support scheme for renewable energy was the Alternative Energy Requirement (AER) 
scheme, introduced in 1996. Six AER competitions were held in the period 1995–2003. Under 
this scheme, winning bidders were entitled to a 15 year power purchase agreement whereby 
ESB bought the electricity output of the winning facility at the bid price. Support payments 
will end in 2021. 532 MW of renewable energy was built under the AER programme, and in 
2015–16 the programme was still funding 40 MW (DCCAE 2017d, p 29). 

The AER programme has been followed by three subsequent incentive-based schemes in the 
form of feed-in tariffs. Each of these subsequent schemes is open to all electricity suppliers, 
not just ESB/Electric Ireland as was the case with the AER scheme. REFIT 1 opened in 2005 
and provided long-term feed-in tariffs to encourage new capacity development of proven 
technologies and short-term feed-in tariffs to support the development of emerging ocean 
energy technologies. REFIT 1 closed for new projects at the end of 2009, and will be in place 
until 2027. It supports the development of small and large scale onshore wind, biomass landfill 
gas, other biomass and small (less than 5 MW) hydro.  

In 2012 the REFIT 2 and REFIT 3 schemes were launched. REFIT 2 provides for up to 4,000 
MW of renewable generation. The technologies covered are small and large onshore wind, 
small (less than 5 MW) hydro, and biomass/landfill gas. The REFIT 2 scheme closed for new 
projects at the end of 2015, and will be in place until 2032. Under the original terms and 
conditions of the scheme, the “connection” date for applicants to the REFIT 2 scheme was 31 
December 2017, with a requirement to have a Power Purchase Agreement in place by 30 
September 2018. Because of a range of factors constraining project promoters, then Minister 
for Communications, Climate Action and Environment Denis Naughten decided in December 
2016 to extend the “connection” date deadline to 31 December 2019, and the Power Purchase 
Agreement deadline to 31 March 2020 (DCCAE 2016b). In December 2018, the Irish Wind 
Energy Association raised concerns that 16 wind energy projects were at risk of not being built 
because of possible delays in connecting projects beyond the March 2020 deadline (O'Sullivan 
2018). 

REFIT 3 is designed to incentivise the addition of 310 MW of renewable electricity capacity 
to the Irish grid composed of high efficiency combined heat and power (using both anaerobic 
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digestion and the thermo-chemical conversion of solid biomass), biomass combustion and 
biomass co-firing. The structure of REFIT 3 provides for higher tariffs for different size and 
technology categories. Higher tariffs are offered for high efficiency CHP and anaerobic 
digestion, compared with biomass combustion and biomass co-firing, thereby rewarding 
environmental benefits. The REFIT 3 scheme closed for new projects at the end of 2015, and 
will be in place until 2030. 

These schemes are funded by a charge on electricity consumer bills through the Public Service 
Obligation (PSO) levy. Section 39 of the Electricity Act 1999 provides the legal basis for the 
PSO, which has been in existence since 2001. As well as supporting renewable electricity 
generation, the PSO has also supported generation from indigenous fuels (peat) on security of 
supply grounds (see section 3.6 below). The Commission for Regulation of Utilities (CRU) is 
responsible for calculating the annual level of the PSO. However, CRU has no discretion in 
this role and is mandated solely to calculate the level of the PSO in accordance with 
Government policy.  

A high level design paper for a new Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (RESS) was 
approved by government on 24 July 2018 (DCCAE 2018d). The RESS scheme aims to help 
deliver Ireland’s contribution to the EU RES target of 32% and, through a first auction in 2019, 
to contribute to meeting Ireland’s 2020 RES-E target of 40%. RESS scheme will operate on 
the basis of competitive auctions, which will be technology neutral rather than technology 
specific. It places an emphasis on community participation through financial support for 
community-led projects, mandatory community benefit fund and register, mandatory 
investment opportunities for communities, and a separate community category in RESS 
auctions. 

3.3 Support for bioenergy 

A Draft Bioenergy Plan was published by the (then) Department of Communications, Energy 
and Natural Resources (DCENR) in 2014 (DCENR 2014a). It was framed around three high 
level goals:  

(i) To harness the market opportunities presented by bioenergy in order to achieve 
economic development, growth and jobs; 

(ii) To increase awareness of the value, opportunities and societal benefits of 
developing bioenergy; and 

(iii) To ensure that bioenergy developments do not adversely impact the environment 
and its living and non-living resources. 

A study of the potential for growth of bioenergy supply in Ireland to 2035 published by SEAI 
found that, under favourable conditions, the total amount of solid, liquid and gaseous bioenergy 
could reach 3,290 ktoe, compared with 468 ktoe in 2014. Favourable conditions were identified 
as high market prices and mitigation of supply side barriers. This would be equivalent to 10% 
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of Ireland’s energy needs if used to produce electricity, or almost 30% if used to produce heat 
(SEAI 2016). 

Action 16 of the NMP committed to finalising the Bioenergy Plan. However, the 2018 review 
of actions as part of the Annual Transition Statement reported that “[i]n place of Action 16 on 
finalising the Bioenergy Plan, it has been decided that the relevant policies and measures will 
be now be consolidated into the upcoming National Energy and Climate Plan” (DCCAE 
2018e). Another commitment in the NMP was the establishment of Bord na Mona BioEnergy, 
which was undertaken in 2017.  

3.4 Support for offshore renewables 

An Offshore Renewable Energy Development Plan (OREDP) was published by the (then) 
DCENR in 2014 (DCENR 2014b). The plan was framed around three high level goals that bear 
an uncanny similarity to the high level goals of the Draft Bioenergy Plan, suggesting a lack of 
differentiation between approaches to diverse sub-sectors within Ireland’s broader energy 
policy formation:  

(i) Ireland harnesses the market opportunities presented by offshore renewable energy 
to achieve economic development, growth and jobs; 

(ii) Increase awareness of the value, opportunities and societal benefits of developing 
offshore renewable energy; and 

(iii) Offshore renewable energy developments do not adversely impact our rich marine 
environment and its living and non-living resources. 

A Strategic Environmental Assessment carried out for the OREDP found that 4,500 MW of 
offshore wind and 1,500 MW of wave and tidal generation could be sustainably developed in 
Irish waters (DCCAE 2017d). An Offshore Renewable Energy Steering Group was established 
to take forward implementation, with three work streams focused respectively on environment, 
infrastructure, and job creation and growth. An interim review of the OREDP was conducted 
in 2017–18, which included public consultation and consultation with key stakeholders. This 
review was published in May 2018, and noted a “low level of activity to date” (DCCAE 2018c, 
p 2). A full review of the OREDP is expected in 2020. 

The Ocean Energy Prototype Development Fund provided €8.237 million in funding support 
in 2017–18. It is envisaged that funding will be continued out to 2030, subject to exchequer 
funding (DCCAE 2018f). This fund is administered by SEAI, which has supported in excess 
of 100 projects. The OREDP also proposed a market support scheme to be in place from 2016 
equivalent to €260/MWh and limited to 30 MW, but this has not yet been implemented. The 
OREDP interim review reported that €260/MWh was perceived by stakeholders to be too low, 
that the 30 MW limit for market support was too low as well, and that the range of qualifying 
technology was too limited (DCCAE 2018c). 
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A General Scheme of Maritime Area and Foreshore (Amendment) Bill was published in 2013. 
Work on drafting the legislation has been slower than anticipated. This is being led by the 
Department of Housing, Planning and Local Government, with DCCAE contributing to 
drafting the arrangements for a regime for regulation of offshore renewables (DCCAE 2018c). 

3.5 Grid development and interconnection 

In 2008, EirGrid published its Grid25 strategy which was premised on pre-crash projections 
for growth in electricity demand. Since then, it revised its plans for grid development, including 
in the face of increased opposition from local communities. EirGrid’s revised Grid 
Development Strategy published in 2017 committed to using new and emerging technologies 
to enhance the capacity of existing grid infrastructure (EirGrid 2017). EirGrid’s DS3 
Programme, “Delivering a Secure, Sustainable Electricity System”, aims to address the 
challenges associated with managing a grid with increasing levels of non-synchronous 
renewable electricity, in the context of meeting Ireland’s RES-E target of 40%. Eirgrid 
announced in April 2018 that the grid is now capable of handling up to 65% variable renewable 
energy. The objective of the DS3 programme is to enable the grid to handle up to 75% wind 
by 2020 (DCCAE 2018a).  

The grid connection policy has been created largely to facilitate deployment of renewables. 
There are two approaches to processing applications for grid connection: group processing 
approach (GPA) and non-group processing approach (non-GPA). The GPA process designed 
for larger renewable and conventional generators. System operators have issued connection 
offers generators in batches called “Gates”, a term used to refer to the processes of batches of 
connection applications received prior to a Gate closing date. Gate 3 issued offers to 4,000 MW 
of RES. Gates 1 and 2 were 330 MW and 1,400 MW respectively. The NREAP Fourth Progress 
Report reported that, based on projected demand at end 2016, there was enough contracted 
wind generation to meet the 40% RES-E target, even allowing for attrition in the planned 
connection rate (DCCAE 2018c). 

The all-island electricity grid is connected to the UK grid via the East West Interconnector and 
the Moyle Interconnector, both with capacity of 500 MW. The planned North South 
Interconnector, a 400 kV line that would connect the electricity grids of Ireland and Northern 
Ireland, has been granted planning permissions in both jurisdictions. In October 2018, then 
Minister Denis Naughten published two studies on the North South interconnector. One 
examined the cost and technical feasibility of placing the interconnector underground, and 
found an overhead line to be superior from both a cost and technical feasibility perspective. 
The second study looked at the issue of compensation for landowners in the vicinity of new 
transmission infrastructure and concluded that there is no scientific basis for a claimed link 
between transmission lines and health problems, and that there is limited evidence that 
transmission lines lower land values (EirGrid 2018c). 

In early 2018, DCCAE ran a public consultation on a draft policy statement on electricity 
interconnection. This was followed, in July 2018, by the publication of a National Policy 
Statement on Electricity Interconnection that provided high-level guidance to stakeholders and 
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CRU (DCCAE 2018b). In September 2018, CRU published a Policy for Electricity 
Interconnectors that set out technical, economic, and regulatory assessment criteria for 
interconnection applications (CRU 2018).  

EirGrid and French grid operator Réseau de Transport d’Électricité (RTE) have undertaken a 
number of joint studies into the feasibility of an interconnector between Ireland and France 
since 2011. The initial design and pre-consultation phase of the “Celtic Interconnector” project 
was launched in July 2016 by then French President François Hollande and then Taoiseach 
Enda Kenny. The project has been designated a Project of Common Interest by the EU. EirGrid 
submitted in September 2018 an Investment Request to CRU, which was opened for public 
consultation on 20 December 2018. In December 2019 EirGrid and RTE signed a €530 million 
funding agreement with the European Commission for the Celtic Interconnector, which is 
expected to go live in 2025/26 (EirGrid 2018b). 

3.6 Phase out of peat and coal 

The only coal fired power plant in the Republic of Ireland (though not the only one operating 
within the all-island electricity market), Moneypoint is a 900 MW plant owned by ESB Power 
Generation. The 2016 Programme for a Partnership Government pledged that “the National 
Dialogue on Climate Change will identify, as soon as possible, the most suitable replacement 
low-carbon generation technology” (Government of Ireland 2016, p 125, emphasis added). By 
contrast, the version of the commitment included in the NMP contained no reference to the 
National Dialogue on Climate Action, stating in more general terms that “the most suitable low 
carbon generation technology will have to be identified as committed to in the Programme for 
a Partnership Government. Key decisions on the future of Moneypoint will be taken before 
2020” (DCCAE 2017c, p 48). 

The NMP committed to undertaking “a study to identify the most suitable replacement low 
carbon technology for the Moneypoint generation plant” (Action 23). ESB provided a 
preliminary report on foot of which DCCAE prepared a paper examining the future of 
Moneypoint and setting out a number of alternative future scenarios. This has not been made 
public (DCCAE 2018a). In late 2018 it was reported in the media that Moneypoint had been 
offline for some months. Unit 3 was reported to have been offline since mid-2018, Unit 2 since 
26 September, and Unit 1 since 1 October. Unit 3 was reported to have been restarted in mid-
January 2019 (Hamilton 2019). 

Bord na Móna stated previously it would cease harvesting peat for electricity generation prior 
to 2030 and, in October 2018, announced it was bringing forward this date to 2028 (DCCAE 
2018a). Public Service Obligation (PSO) support for Bord na Móna’s Edenderry peat-fired 
generation station expired in December 2015. It is now in receipt of PSO support for biomass 
co-firing via REFIT 3 for up to 30% of the size of the plant. The existing PSO support for the 
other two peat fired power stations, West Offaly and Lough Ree, both operated by ESB, expired 
at the end of 2019.  
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4. Evaluation of climate mitigation policies in the electricity generation 
sector 

The Project Technical Description for the ICPE project stipulated an evaluation be undertaken 
of “effectiveness, efficiency, coherence and relevance. The evaluation framework utilised 
should align with standard evaluation criteria and procedures used in ex-post evaluations of 
EU policies”. The project builds on these guidelines by using an evaluation framework that 
incorporate the effectiveness, efficiency, coherence and relevance criteria, but also adds two 
additional criteria: “distributional impact” “governance”. The discussion below provides an 
initial, high-level evaluation of Ireland’s climate change mitigation policies in the electricity 
generation sector according to these criteria. 

4.1 Effectiveness 

The principal objective against which Ireland’s progress should be measured in terms of 
effectiveness is Ireland’s target under the 2009 Renewable Energy Directive. As discussed 
above, Ireland’s overall renewable energy target is 16% of final consumption. In the 2010 
NREAP, this was disaggregated into sectoral targets, with a 40% target for RES-E.  

Figure 5: Renewable energy contribution to Gross Electricity Consumption (RES-E 
normalised), 2005–2017 

 

Source: SEAI (2018, p 35) 

Figure 5 shows the increase of renewables in gross electricity consumption since 2005. The 
share of electricity from renewables increased fourfold in the period 2005 to 2017, from 7.2% 
to 30.1%. In absolute terms, the volume of renewable electricity increased fivefold, from 1,873 
GWh in 2005 to 8,877 GWh in 2017 (SEAI 2018). Figure 5 also illustrates that the lion’s share 
of the increase in renewables over this period has been accounted for by (onshore) wind, which 
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accounted for 84% of renewable electricity in 2017. Figure 6 shows the annual and cumulative 
deployment of wind generating capacity from 2000 to 2017.  

Figure 6: Installed wind generating capacity 2000 – 2017 

 

Source: SEAI (2018, p 35) 

Detailed evaluation of the effectiveness of a policy instrument requires the establishment of a 
plausible counterfactual scenario—what would have happened absent the policy intervention. 
It has not been possible to undertake this in the context of the ICPE project. However, it seems 
reasonable to suggest that policy supports have been instrumental in facilitating deployment of 
renewable electricity generating capacity to date.  

Another metric against which effectiveness can be measured is the emissions intensity of 
electricity production. Two caveats are required in this regard. First, emissions from electricity 
generation are covered under the EU-ETS rather than the Effort Sharing Decision, so Ireland 
does not face short term policy incentives to reduce the emissions intensity of electricity 
generation. Second, the emissions intensity of electricity generation is driven both by the 
relative share of renewables and fossil fuel generation and the fuel mix of fossil fuel generation, 
with gas being less emissions intensive than coal and peat. The fossil fuel mix is a function of 
market prices, which are driven by international oil and gas markets as well as the carbon price 
delivered by the EU-ETS. Hence, the emissions intensity of electricity production is driven by 
a wider set of factors than simply policies to incentivise the deployment of renewables. 
Nonetheless, as discussed above, the National Policy Position on Climate Action and Low-
Carbon Development (Government of Ireland 2014) commits to aggregate decarbonisation 
across electricity generation, built environment, and transport of at least 80% relative to 1990 
levels, and the Energy White Paper (DCENR 2015) commits to 100% decarbonisation of the 
entire energy system—not just electricity—though it did not set a target date. 



12 

The changing fuel mix discussed in section 2 has had a significant impact on the CO2 emissions 
intensity of electricity over the period since 1990 with a decline of 49%, from 896 g CO2/kWh 
in 1990 to a low of 455 g CO2/kWh in 2014. It increased again in the period 2014–2016, but 
declined again in 2017. The increase between 2014 and 2016 was driven by increased use of 
gas and a switch from net imports to net exports. The decline in 2017 was driven by an increase 
in wind, hydro, and biomass, a decrease in coal, peat, and oil, and a reduction in net exports of 
electricity (SEAI 2017, 2018). Ongoing use of peat and coal for electricity generation will 
continue to keep carbon intensity above EU average. The Climate Change Advisory Council 
noted in its 2018 Annual Review that the pace of decarbonisation of the sector is not compatible 
with low carbon transition to 2050 (CCAC 2018). This is discussed further in section 4.4 below. 

4.2 Efficiency 

Efficiency seeks to capture some measure of the cost of policy interventions, asking whether 
outcomes achieved through an intervention could have been achieved through less costly 
means. Other things being equal and with limited resources, policymakers should aim for less 
costly interventions. However, an overly narrow focus on least cost decarbonisation may 
unnecessarily constrain the range of available policy options, and decarbonisation at 
“reasonable” or “acceptable” cost may correspondingly widen the scope for policy 
interventions, though of such concepts would need to be operationalised carefully (Torney 
2018). 

Efficiency is an evaluation criterion that can more easily be applied to individual policy 
measures rather than to a sector as a whole. When evaluating a specific policy instrument, it is 
easier to quantify the effects and costs of the policy, though challenges can arise in this respect. 
Uncertainty can make economic evaluation through standard cost-benefit analysis challenging 
(Bullock et al. 2015). Many environmental outcomes are not valued by markets, and it can be 
difficult to capture co-benefits. This can be overcome through a range of valuation methods, 
such as willingness-to-pay and willingness-to-accept, and others, but all of these approaches 
pose their own difficulties (Bullock et al. 2015). Choosing an appropriate shadow price of 
carbon and discount rate are also fraught with challenges. An alternative is to use cost-
effectiveness analysis, which can be preferable to cost-benefit analysis because it estimates the 
cost per unit of outcome and does not require economic valuation of non-market benefits (IPCC 
2014). 

A somewhat unusual characteristic of the electricity sector is that the principal funding of the 
central policy instrument is paid through a levy on electricity customers rather than from 
exchequer support. This raises different questions, including relating to distributional 
consequences (see section 4.5 below). It is also important—but also challenging—to take 
account of co-benefits of renewable energy such as clean air and energy security through 
reduced dependence on imported fossil fuels. 
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4.3 Relevance 

The relevance criterion asks whether the objectives of a policy or set of policies is valid, and 
whether the original objectives remain valid in the light of current requirements and subsequent 
technological or scientific advances. The principal focus of policy interventions over the past 
decade, most prominently the REFIT schemes, has been achievement of the 2020 40% RES-E 
target and, by extension, achievement of the overall RES target of 16%. The progress that has 
been achieved to date has been based predominantly on a particular technology—wind—and a 
particular approach to project development, which has been large-scale and developer-led. As 
discussed above, this approach has been successful in spurring significant deployment of wind 
power generation, but it has increasingly faced challenges of community acceptance. 

Viewed through the lens of relevance, the approach to date has been highly relevant to the 
narrow goal of achieving 40% RES-E by 2020, but less relevant ancillary goals of achieving 
public support and buy-in for renewables development. This contrasts with the approach 
adopted in various other jurisdictions. The challenge has been addressed to a large extent in 
the new RESS support scheme and its focus on community participation through financial 
support for community-led projects, mandatory community benefit fund and register, 
mandatory investment opportunities for communities, and a separate community category in 
RESS auctions (DCCAE 2018d). 

Additionally, the existing approach to incentivising renewable energy has predominantly 
incentivised the development of onshore wind. The RESS commits to the principle of 
technology neutral auctions, justified on cost grounds. In practice, this is likely to lead to a 
continued focus on wind for development of Ireland’s renewable generation capacity. Over the 
medium term, decarbonisation of Ireland’s electricity system cannot feasibly rely on a single 
technology, especially in light of the societal resistance that single technology has increasingly 
faced. By adopting a technology neutral approach on short term cost grounds, policy may end 
up more costly in the medium term (Curtin 2017b). The recast Renewable Energy Directive 
provides scope for technology specific support mechanisms, which could be used to diversify 
the portfolio of renewable energy technologies.  

4.4 Coherence 

The coherence criterion considers both how coherent a policy or set of policies are internally 
as well as how coherent they are with the broader policy landscape, and with international 
obligations. The set of policies in place to incentivise renewable electricity generation are not 
obviously characterised by problems of internal coherence. As discussed above, issues have 
arisen in relation to grid connection, but this appears to be more a problem of lack of capacity 
than policy incoherence.  

As noted in section 2 above, electricity constituted 33% of primary energy use in Ireland in 
2017. Decarbonisation of electricity is interconnected with the rest of the energy sector in a 
number of respects. First, significant decarbonisation of the heat and transport sectors is 
envisaged over the medium term, principally through heat pumps for space heating and electric 
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vehicles for passenger transport. Second, as noted in the RESS High Level Design (DCCAE 
2018d) it is expected that RES-E will be required to compensate for under performance of 
RES-H and RES-T. Therefore, decarbonisation of electricity generation and achievement of 
overall renewable energy targets is dependent to a significant extent on factors outside of the 
electricity generation sector.  

Moreover, the projected very significant growth of the data centre sector will make 
decarbonising electricity more challenging as the overall demand for electricity increases. In 
its All-Island Generation Capacity Statement 2018–2027, EirGrid projects that electricity 
demand in Ireland could increase by as much as 57% over the next 10 years. This projected 
growth is heavily influenced by the expected growth of large energy users, principally data 
centres. In EirGrid’s median demand scenario, data centre electricity demand could account 
for 31% of total demand by 2027 (EirGrid 2018a). Because it places huge additional demands 
on the electricity system, the attempt to attract data centres to locate in Ireland is arguably in 
tension with the aim of decarbonising electricity generation, particularly given that data centres 
provide few long term employment opportunities. 

Another area of tension in policymaking is between policies to incentivise renewable electricity 
generation and the planning system. The existing planning guidelines for wind energy date 
from 2006. Draft revised guidelines were published in 2013 but were not finalised. In 2017 
DCCAE and DHPLG published a “preferred draft approach” to the review of the 2006 Wind 
Energy Development Guidelines. It identified six key aspects, covering noise, setback, shadow 
flicker, consultation obligations, community dividend, and grid connection. DHPCLG has 
committed to holding a public consultation on the revised draft guidelines in early 2019 
(DCCAE 2018e). 

Finally, there is a tension between Ireland’s decarbonisation trajectory for electricity generation 
against the benchmark of the Paris Agreement and the recent report of the Intergovernmental 
Panel on Climate Change on Global Warming of 1.5 °C (IPCC 2018). Viewed against this 
backdrop, the trajectory for renewable energy deployment set out in the recent draft NECP, 
with the 2030 target of 41.2% only slightly higher than the 2020 target of 40% is clearly 
insufficient. 

4.5 Distributional Impacts 

The distributional impact of energy policy, including proposals for a “just transition” away 
from fossil fuels, has grown in prominence in energy policy debates (FitzGerald and Valeri 
2014, Curtin 2017a). Concerns over distributional consequences can manifest themselves in 
different ways.  

One dimension concerns the distribution of costs associated with subsidies for renewable 
energy. As discussed above, the AER, REFIT, and RESS schemes are all funded through the 
PSO, which is a flat charge applied to each customer’s electricity bill regardless of electricity 
consumption. Media and public attention often focuses on the level of the PSO and its trajectory 
upwards to support increasing levels of renewable energy on the system. However, a paper 
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published by SEAI and EirGrid looking at the year 2011 estimated that the wind generation 
expected in 2011 would reduce Ireland’s wholesale market cost of electricity by around €74 
million, and that this reduction would be approximately equivalent to the sum of PSO costs, 
estimated as €50 million, and increased constraint costs incurred due to wind in 2011 (Clifford 
and Clancy 2011). Ex post research by the ESRI focused on the period 2008–2012 reached a 
similar conclusion. It found that PSO supports lowered the wholesale price of electricity, which 
more than offset the PSO cost (Di Cosmo and Valeri 2018). 

While PSO support for renewables may not increase consumer electricity costs at the aggregate 
level, as the PSO level increases in the future the effects of the shifting balance of electricity 
cost between the PSO and electricity cost components will have differential impacts on 
different segments of consumers. Because it is a flat charge applied to all electricity consumers, 
the PSO is regressive. As it increases, it may be offset by a decrease in the wholesale cost of 
electricity, but that will benefit consumers who consume more electricity proportionately more. 
There is also a concern that a future support scheme for solar energy for home-owners funded 
through the PSO would lead to the poor cross-subsidising the rich because all electricity 
consumers would be paying to support installation of solar panels by those financially better 
off. Such concerns ought to be taking into account in the design of such a scheme. 

Another distributional dimension to the decarbonisation of electricity concerns the fate of 
workers employed in fossil fuel generation and upstream sectors such as peat harvesting. The 
just transition movement has sought to draw attention to this dimension of climate policy. In 
October 2018 Bord na Mona announced 430 redundancies as a result of the planned closure of 
17 of 62 currently active bogs (Clarke and MacConnell 2018). Similar concerns are being 
raised with respect to the possible employment implications of the decision to be taken over 
the future of the Moneypoint coal power plant (Clare Echo 2019). 

4.6 Governance 

The governance landscape that pertains to decarbonisation of electricity in Ireland is 
fragmented. As detailed by Torney (2018), a range of actors are involved in different aspects 
of the policy making and policy delivery process, including (but not limited to) DCCAE, SEAI, 
CRU, EirGrid, ESB Networks, An Bord Pleanala, EPA, and local authorities. This presents a 
complex system with which project developers, communities, and the public at large must 
engage. The NREAP Fourth Assessment Report, published in 2017, reported that Ireland has 
no intention of establishing a single body for authorisation, certification and licencing of 
renewable energy, and that relevant functions are assigned to multiple specific bodies (DCCAE 
2017d). 

Over recent years, the deployment of renewable energy and related infrastructure, particularly 
wind but also grid development, has faced increasing opposition from communities. A NESC 
report published in 2014 characterised this as “a sea change in social support for wind energy 
and related infrastructure” (NESC 2014, p 2). This has led to many proposed projects being 
challenged through the courts. In response to increased opposition, DCCAE issued in 2016 a 
Code of Practice for Wind Energy Development in Ireland: Guidelines for Community 
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Engagement (DCCAE 2016a). These guidelines covered a range of themes, including contact 
and visibility, engagement, community benefit, and impact mitigation.  

There has been similar local opposition to proposed development of the high voltage electricity 
grid, including the planned North South Interconnector (see section 3.5 above). EirGrid has 
developed its capacity for community engagement in recent years, including by opening a 
number of offices and information centres in regions in which new grid infrastructure is 
planned. Future decarbonisation of the electricity system, including in time through 
deployment of greater amounts of offshore wind and, eventually, ocean energy will inevitably 
require construction of new grid infrastructure. Further engagement, including building a new 
narrative around energy transition, will be required in order to achieve this. 

Central to the 2015 Energy White Paper was the concept of the “energy citizen” (DCENR 
2015). The Energy White Paper sought to give greater prominence to the role of citizens and 
participation, at least in part in response to community opposition to the siting of large scale 
wind farms and electricity pylons. The White Paper committed to establishing a “National 
Energy Forum”. Following a commitment in the 2016 Programme for a Partnership 
Government (Government of Ireland 2016) to “establish a National Dialogue on Climate 
Change that will involve extensive public consultation” that would “incorporate the key 
infrastructural, land use and economic issues to be considered in our long-term transition to a 
new low carbon future”, it was decided that the planned National Energy Forum would be 
incorporated into the new National Dialogue on Climate Action (NDCA). The aim of the 
NDCA is “to ensure an inclusive process of engagement and consensus building across society 
towards enabling the transformation to a low carbon and climate-resilient future” (DCCAE 
2017a). The NDCA is supported by a secretariat housed within the EPA and by an Advisory 
Group composed of stakeholders and chaired by Elaine Nevin, Director of ECO-UNESCO.  

The commitment in Programme for a Partnership Government that the NDCA could play a role 
in the future of Moneypoint, discussed above, provides an opening for greater public 
participation in decarbonising the electricity system. Note that the Programme for Government 
specified only that “the National Dialogue on Climate Change will identify, as soon as possible, 
the most suitable replacement low-carbon generation technology”. Thus, government would 
have ultimate say and could choose a different pathway than that identified by the NDCA. 

5. Recommendations 

In many ways, electricity generation has been among the more successful sectors in Ireland’s 
response to climate change. Current data suggest that, if recent progress in renewables 
deployment is continued until the end of 2020, Ireland will meet its EU 2020 target for RES-E 
of 40%. The 2019 Climate Action Plan committed to an ambitious target of 70% by 2030. 
Addressing the following key issues will be central to delivering on this increased ambition: 

 Addressing distributional consequences of support measures: The primary means of 
financing state support for renewables supports has been through the PSO. Careful 
consideration should be given to the distributional consequences of such arrangements into 
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the future, particularly where more affluent households are increasingly able to generate 
their own electricity through microgeneration. 

 Community engagement to secure buy-in: Significant community resistance to 
renewable energy and grid infrastructure was generated as a result of inadequate and often 
tokenistic attempts at community engagement. The design of the new RESS, including 
provisions for community ownership, are a step in the right direction. However, as Ireland 
moves towards large-scale deployment of offshore wind, new approaches to community 
engagement will be needed to avoid repeating mistakes of the past. 

 A just transition for workers and communities: Lessons are being learned from the 
experience of Bord na Móna in the Midlands. These will be beneficial to ensuring that 
Ireland’s transition to a low-carbon future is just and leaves no one behind. The transition 
will affect workers and communities across all sectors. In the near term, a decision is to be 
made on the future of the Moneypoint coal-fired power station. This presents an 
opportunity to enable a just transition for affected workers and communities in an 
anticipatory fashion. 
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Appendix I: Actions and Measures as set out in the National Mitigation Plan 

Actions Measures 

Oversee the establishment of Bord na Móna 
Bioenergy. 

 

Finalise the Bioenergy Plan  

Progress actions arising from Bioenergy Plan.  

Finalise Wind Energy Guidelines  

 RE1 - Renewable Energy Feed-in-Tariff Scheme (REFIT 1) - To support investment in renewable 
electricity generation through a Public Service Obligation levy on all electricity consumers thereby 
contributing towards Ireland’s commitment to meet 40% of electricity demand from renewable sources 
by 2020 

 RE2 - Renewable Energy Feed-in-Tariff Scheme (REFIT 2) - To support investment in renewable 
electricity generation through a Public Service Obligation levy on all electricity consumers thereby 
contributing towards Ireland’s commitment to meet 40% of electricity demand from renewable sources 
by 2020. 

 RE3 - Renewable Energy Feed-in-Tariff Scheme (REFIT 3) - To support investment in renewable 
electricity generation through a Public Service Obligation levy on all electricity consumers thereby 
contributing towards Ireland’s commitment to meet 40% of electricity demand from renewable sources 
by 2020. 

 RE4 - Alternative Energy Requirement (AER) Scheme - To support investment in renewable electricity 
generation through a Public Service Obligation levy on all electricity consumers thereby contributing 
towards Ireland’s commitment to meet 40% of electricity demand from renewable sources by 2020 

Carry out an interim Review of the OREDP. RE5 - Ocen Energy Prototype Development Fund - To support investment in the development of 
offshore wave and tidal energy devices up to commercial stage, leading to deployment at offshore 
generation sites and ultimately contributing to RES E post 2020 
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Commission and complete economic and 
technical research on the merits of further 
interconnection for Ireland. 

RE7 - Increased electricity interconnection 

Develop a regulatory policy for electricity 
interconnectors for Ireland. 

  

Carry out a study to identify the most suitable 
replacement low carbon technology for the 
Moneypoint generation plant. 

RE8 - Future of Moneypoint 

In line with Bord na Móna’s sustainability 
strategy, oversee review of future of peat 
generation plants. 

  

Ongoing research into technology to assist the 
increase of variable renewable electricity 
generation. 

 

DCCAE to explore the feasibility of utilising 
suitable reservoirs for CO2 storage. 

 

As part of the development of the new RESS, 
approaches to community participation in 
renewable energy projects to be finalised. 

RE6 - Renewable Electricity Support Scheme (RESS) 

Finalise RESS and obtain Government and EU 
State Aid approval for the scheme. 

  

To inform future energy policy, undertake a 
study of the costs and savings arising from 
renewable electricity deployment 

  

 
 


