Energy Crisis: An Opportunity for Ireland’s Regional Economy?

A strategic shift to renewable energy is required in Ireland and this can bring economic as well as environmental dividends.

-  writes eco-architect and TV Producer Duncan Stewart

Ireland is facing a major energy crisis. Rising global demand for diminishing oil and gas resources will continue to drive up oil, gas and electricity prices. Currently Ireland imports 90% of its total energy demand and this figure is expected to reach 93% by 2010 if current trends continue. We are now at the end of a long and increasingly vulnerable oil and gas supply chain, and with predicted rising energy costs within the next five years, this is certain to be a major factor in our diminishing international competitiveness.  

Of even greater concern, the recent Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, third assessment, spells out the scientific certainty, devastating impacts and consequences of our rising greenhouse gas emissions. It confirms how global warming is rapidly melting polar icecaps, permafrost, glaciers and rising sea levels. It predicts more extreme weather events, droughts, famine, floods and destruction of our global ecosystems, threatening 40% of living species with risk of extinction, and escalating human suffering to millions of poor in the Developing World. It alerts us to the urgency of tackling our huge energy consumption and carbon dioxide emissions from fossil fuels. The EU has now set a challenging target of a 30% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions by 2020 and a further 70% reduction by 2030. This is strategically the most pressing issue concerning the survival of human civilization on this planet and coming on us much more rapidly then we expected or are prepared for. It is now clearly on the agenda of the G8 Summit to hopefully agree a global commitment.  

In 2005, Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions had risen to 27% above our 1990 levels, the reference year on which the Kyoto protocol commitments were based. Ireland’s greenhouse gas emissions per person are now the highest in Europe at 17 tonnes per person, over one and a half times the European average, and this is rising at about 2% annually. Besides our international commitments and moral obligations to reduce, and to play our role in burden sharing, this has costly implications for us in relation to the purchase of carbon credits for our excessive emissions. The Kyoto meter starts registering from January 2008 and it is, in my opinion, strategically, economically and morally wrong, not to reduce our emissions as we agreed. We should not attempt to buy our way out of our obligations, through a ‘Carbon Fund’, expecting the taxpayer to subsidize the fossil fuel producers and importers and abiding by the ‘polluter pays principle’.   

Failure to confront our energy situation will have major consequences for our economic competitiveness, imports dependency, energy security and for our standards of living.  We need to rapidly switch to a new energy paradigm by radically changing our energy supply to renewable and local sources and by adopting energy efficient technologies and reductions in consumption patterns.  This must have huge consequences for how we design and heat our homes, offices and public buildings, for how we generate and use electricity, for our industries and farmers, and for our spatial planning and transport modes.  For example, in the fifteen years since 1990, energy consumed in the transport sector and its CO2 emissions, increased by 160% by. This is six times the EU average rate over that period, and last year it increased by another 8%. 

However, I believe that if we approach this enormous challenge strategically, we can restore competitiveness, attain security of supply and create new economic opportunities throughout Ireland, especially in rural regions.  

The potential for the deployment of renewable energy in Ireland is huge, particularly from wind, biomass, solar and ocean sources. While the long-term environmental benefits are obvious to almost everybody now, an often-overlooked benefit is that investment in renewable energy technologies can provide a major economic boost. Furthermore, as was found in countries like Denmark, the employment potential in rural areas, of renewable and sustainable energy products, is far greater than conventional energy production systems., and provides huge export opportunities.  

These can arise from biomass/forestry/energy-crop production and the processing of these into renewable fuels, -such as wood-chip, miscanthus/straw/hemp pellet, liquid bio-fuels/ethanol and biogas. As the switch to renewable sources takes effect, it will also have the potential for the fabrication of wind turbine and wave power components, more wind farm development and maintenance, and the manufacture, installation and servicing of sustainable heating systems, such as solar collectors/pellet boilers and insulation products made from home-grown natural fiber, like hemp, wood-fiber, cellulose and sheep’s-wool. 

We have already seen many examples of these new enterprises become established, as is happening to a much greater extent all over Europe, now providing sustainable employment and a viable livelihood to millions. Unfortunately, so far we have not realized this potential enterprise, but are now importing huge quantities of these products into Ireland from all over the world. Despite this poor performance to date, we have seen the global success of enterprising Irish companies like Airtricity, now valued at €1.3 billion in less then ten years.   

This additional employment could be created throughout Ireland and contribute greatly to more sustainable regional communities, both environmentally and economically.  Substituting oil, coal and gas imports with domestically produced energy sources would greatly improve our balance of trade, releasing billions of euro into the Irish economy and this would also increase Ireland’s future security of energy supply. Organizations like the Western Development Commission are already focused on this strategy and achieving great success.   

If we are to move smoothly through this transition and achieve a sustainable change, we urgently need an economic instrument to drive this. We must place a high cost on carbon fuels and CO2 emissions, and effectively internalize the external costs of fossil fuel. This will create a level playing pitch and a fair and competitive edge for renewable solutions. This can be achieved by a ‘stick-and-carrot’ approach through an effective carbon levy, set at a very high cost ten years from now, a strategy that we all can buy into and plan for, and introduce progressively over these ten critical years. The receipts should be transparent and ring-fenced to pay for our carbon credits initially, to address those who cannot afford rising energy costs with energy saving solutions energy deployment and energy efficiency across all sectors of the economy.

Energy production from biomass – miscanthus, short-rotation willow, hemp and forest thinnings, is likely to become an important feature of our rural landscape in the near future and Ireland is well suited to growing these crops.  This offers opportunities for farmers to become providers of heating fuel and for the establishment of biomass processing plants close to where the crops are grown.  The looming global energy crisis will cause a shift to energy crops and this is likely to push up food prices. Higher energy costs will increase the cost of food miles and place a new premium on locally produced food.

Allowing our sugar processing plants to shut down was a missed opportunity. Transport fuel will become very expensive over the next ten years.  All of our public transport vehicles should switch over to using bio-fuels.  A further strategic issue is the almost total reliance on road transport for freight in Ireland.  Investment in rail infrastructure should be prioritized over motorway construction in the NDP to 2013.

Ireland and particularly the western seaboard have one of the best wind resources in the world. It is estimated that with urgently needed, improved grid connections, more efficient electricity storage facilities for wind-power, and flexible power back-up, 50% of Ireland’s total electricity could come from wind. The introduction of the all-island electricity market and the prospect of an Ireland-UK connector by 2012 could enable Ireland to export ‘green’ electricity into mainland Europe during their peak early morning time.   Denmark not only produces over 25% of its electricity from wind-power, but also the global supply of wind turbine equipment is now one of it’s greatest exports.
Ireland’s offshore coastline is ideally suited to large-scale wave and tidal generation. These and other technologies are attracting significant research funding in our Universities and Institutes of Technology, (like DKIT), adding to our ascent up the value added chain.  We should promote micro-generation of electricity, such as solar PV and small-scale wind and CHP. Locally installed co-generation (Combined Heat and Power) from bio-mass, using ‘district-heating’ in urban areas, is far more efficient then conventional gas-fired generation, with it’s huge transformation and transmission energy losses, and nearly three times as efficient as coal or modern peat burning plants, and with practically zero CO2 emissions.  Domestic scale wind turbines (3 to 50kW), grid connected, with net-metering, should be encouraged so as to provide the electricity needs of rural houses, farms, hospitality accommodation and small businesses in the future.

The unhealthy, energy wasteful, inefficient and fossil fuel dependent condition of our existing building stock must be upgraded, with increased incentives to insulate and reduce fuel-poverty. As an architect, I believe there is no excuse for new buildings not to be future-proofed against rising energy costs and CO2 emissions, and to avoid having to make expensive upgrading later. We have to make a paradigm change in the way we design all our new buildings (public, commercial and residential, -including social housing units). These should be designed and insulated to minimize heat energy demand, using solar and biomass sources, to achieve the highest possible energy ratings. Energy efficient homes, built to ‘Passive House’ standards, consume less then 25% of the energy of conventional new houses. If our building regulations were revised and upgraded to this standard, with a minimal impact on house prices, this could lead to huge savings in our domestic heating bills and would minimise persistent fuel poverty in low-income households.

I believe, as the inevitable cost of fossil energy rise over the next few years, there are huge opportunities emerging for farmers, businesses and local communities in towns and villages in the BMW region to take advantage of the need to change to locally sourced produce and renewable energy. With the right incentives, R&D, technology and human ingenuity can be used to effectively harness the natural and renewable resources available in the region, (wind, forestry, energy crops, solar). The possibilities are enormous for the development of new business enterprises that will enhance the self-sufficiency, economic viability and social vibrancy of the region’s rural and town communities in a sustainable and ethical manner.

Duncan Stewart will be the keynote speaker on the contribution of renewable energy to regional development at the annual conference of the BMW Regional Assembly in Carlingford on June 13th next.

