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Engineers warn of Ireland’s
urgent need to remove
barriers to net zero targets

Tim Corcoran of the Irish Academy of Engineering
says Ireland needs to accelerate the provision of

In his role as chair of the in-
frastructure committee at
the Irish Academy of Engin-
eering (IAE) and his wealth
of experience in the field,
Tim Corcoran is a recog-
nised expert in engineering
solutions,

In this Q&A interview, he
shares his insights on how
engineering is helping Ire-
land's efforts to shape a
more sustainable future.

The Irish Academy of
Engineering (IAE) has
contributed to Ireland’s
net zero transition by pub-
lishing reports, advising
government and promot-
ing sustainable planning
strategies, Tt has formed
dedicated committees and
actively engaged with
stakeholders through
events and publications. Is
the IAE being heard?

Our Academy indepen-
dent evidence-based reports
play an important role in
shaping policy. Our Acad-
emy was Invited to partici-
pate in DPER Structured
Discussion on accelerating
infrastructure delivery
June 2025, at which the
Academy input was well re-
ceived. In recent weeks, the
Academy presented to the
Houses of Oireachtas Joint
Committee on Infrastruc-
ture and National Develop-
ment Plan Delivery.

In June of last year, the
Academy published a report
on Small Modular Reactors
(SMRs). While neither for
not against nuclear energy,
we believed the option
should be discussed as part
of getting to net zero by 2050.
We were very interested to
see recent media reports cit-
ing EirGrid as also now say-
ing that this small nuclear
reactor option should be
technically assessed.

What has been the im-
pact of IAE’s copious en-
deavours to date?

The Academy paper ‘Stra-
tegic Infrastructure Major
Project Delivery,” published
in November of last year,
made a considerable
number of recommen-
dations on how to deliver
major infrastructure ur-
gently and efficiently - rec-

ommendations that have
since become mainstream.

Key recommendations
made in that report include
the provision of a new focus
on the delivery of public in-
frastructure - one that
would implement an inde-
pendent, high-level body or
commission to provide ad-
vice directly to the Depart-
ment of the Taoiseach.

All major projects should
have annually reviewed cost
and delivery plans, with full
cost estimates using stan-
dard cost templates for all
project phases, this to in-
clude estimating the impact
of inflation on project cost to
the end of the construction
phase and the inclusion of a
statement of the public
benefit of the project.

‘Strategic infrastructure
Plans' should be prepared
for transport, energy, waste-
water, housing, flooding and
other key sectors, They
should be prioritised
‘across’ government depart-
ments rather than ‘within’
individual departments.
The plans would comple-
ment and support delivery
of the National Develop-
ment Plan,

A committed pipeline of
projects should be provided,
so as to encourage domestic
and international organi-
sations to gear up to deliver.

Multi-annual funding to
be adopted, to reassure the
infrastructure delivery in-
dustry that there is a consist-
ent volume of work available
to price and deliver, Also, to
avoid the stop/go phases in
priority projects which con-
tinue to cause inefficiencies
in spending, delays and ac-
celeration in a sub-optimal
way.

The IAE report ‘Cli-
mate Change Won't Wait,’
was published in July of
last year, In your opinion,
do the conclusions of that
report still stand and
why?

The conclusions still
apply. Our central con-
clusion - as detailed in the
Executive Summary of that
report - is that greater politi-
cal commitiment at the heart
of Government is essential.
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infrastructure to support the delivery of
renewable energy projects.
Q&A interview with Rita de Brdan

Seven key recommendations
were made: The Climate Ac-
tion Plan needs to be driven
by the Department of the
Taoiseach. The Government
as a whole needs to explain
to the public why improving
the national grid is essential
if more than 80 per cent of
our electricity is to be gener-
ated from renewable sources
by 2030

The number and complex-
ity of projects that An Bord
Pleanala has to assess mean
that the range of skills
required will need to be ap-
praised by the Government
on an ongoing basis. A regu-
lar and formal monitoring
programme should be estab-
lished to ensure the necess-
ary resources are always in
place. A similar process is
required for the Planning
and Environmental Divi-
sion of the High Court.

As the tavget of 5GW of off-
shore wind generation by
2030 is unlikely, if not imposs-
ible, an increased focus is
necessary to achieve the
maximum capacity possible
in onshore renewables. To fa-
cilitate this, updated guide-
lines for onshore wind are ur-
gently required from the De-
partment of Housing, Local
Government and Heritage.

Guidelines for solar ener-
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gy projects must be pro-
vided. The Irish Solar Ener-
gy Association recently is-
sued guidelines for good
practice which provide a
good basis on which to
work.

As for the Commission for
Regulation of Utilities’
(CRU) Electricity Connec-
tions Policy (ECP) process
for assessing and awarding
grid connections, this must
be expedited and made less
costly, EU Directive 2023/
2413 on the promotion of the
use of energy from renew-
able sources should be
transposed fully into Irish
law as soon as possible, to
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Tim Corcoran, chair of the infrastructure committee of the [rish

Academy of Engineering (1AE).

facilitate the achievement of
the 2030 targets.

TFinally, irrespective of our
progress on renewable ener-
gy generation, the success of
our renewable energy pro-
grammes will depend en-
tirely on the proposed trans-
formation of the National
Electricity Grid. The Govern-
ment, with the support of op-
position parties, must drive
the grid upgrade programme
to ensure it is completed as a
matter of urgency.

Succinctly, what are
the main barriers to Ire-
land meeting its net zero
target by 2050?

The challenges of the judi-
cial review process to ex-
pedite planning decisions
has greatly impeded the de-
livery of critical national in-
frastructure, including re-
newable energy. This point
has been repeatedly made
by the Academy in its re-
ports. Recently, it has been
gaining traction at govern-
ment level, including in a
speech by Rossa Fanning,
the Attorney General, Legis-
lation by Statutory Instru-
ment will be needed to rem-
edy the issue, especially by
reiterating the importance
of the common good, which
is the basis of the entire
planning system,

While the Planning and De-
velopment Act 2024 - which
will reform the planning sys-
tem - was passed in October
of last year, the relevant sec-
tions of that Act have not yet
been commenced. The cur-
rent planning system and the

judicial review process take
far too much time. Net zero
will not be achieved without
an efficient process for con-
senting major infrastructure
projects.

Published in October,
2022, the Climate Change
Advisory Council (CCAC)
report ‘Climate Change
Won't Wait: Delivery of Re-
newable Energy is Urgent,’
emphasises the urgency of
accelerating the transition
to renewable energy to meet
Ireland's climate targets
and the critical need for
streamlined planning and
consent processes to sup-
port this transition.

Are those barriers sur-
mountable and what will
it take to get them over
the line on time?

Yes, they are. However,
this will require active gov-
ernment and political owner-
ship — including at the local
level. Also, the adequate re-
sourcing of government
agencies in terms of their
technical, environmental and
legal capacity. Additionally,
the project delivery and up-
grade of the national electric-
ity grid must be driven by the
government,

What arve the main pol-
icy or institutional fac-
tors contributing to Ire-
land’s slow progress to-
ward its net zero targets?

Not enough progress has
been made to date and there
is too much to be achieved by
2050 - now only 25 years
away. Inability to consider
the use of nuclear power is
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The Irish Academy of Engineering (IAE) advises that strategic
infrastructure plans should be prepared for transport, energy,
wastewater, housing, flooding and other key sectors to support
Ireland’s net zero targets. The photo features a group of electric
wind turbines in the hills of County Antrim,

another factor, I vefer here to
the Academy paper on Small
Modular Reactors (SMRs)
which was published in June
2024. Ireland has not devel-
oped any expertise in this
area and will be a very late
starter when SMRs take off
over the next decade, There
is very little public aware-
ness on this and nuclear pro-
jects are expressly forbidden
by the major update of the
planning legislation [Plan-
ning and Development Act
2024, S 182 which states: ‘No-
thing in this Act shall be con-
strued as enabling the auth-
orisation of development
consisting of an installation
for the generation of electric-
ity by nuclear fission.’] and
this despite the fact that nu-
clear is considered a ‘green’
energy source by the EU.

If we are to go anywhere
close to meeting our climate
change obligations in a rea-
sonable timeframe, the bal-
ance between individual
rights and the common good
needs major guidance from
government. The difficulty in
achieving planning per-
mission for onshore renew-
ables (wind and solar) is very
obvious, given the pace at
which decisions are made and
the number of refusals. This
makes it very difficult for the
country to reach its potential.

In relation to offshore re-
newable energy, we have
been very slow in establish-
ing a marine planning and
approval regime, Yet, this is
not yet proven, as no project
has yet received permission

to proceed. If we are to im-
prove our rate of progress, it
is essential that government
is proactive in ensuring that
all necessary resources are
available to the bodies re-
sponsible for processing
permissions and licences.

This will require close
supervision and monitor-
ing. The same approach will
berequired in relation to the
courts that have responsi-
bility for matters of judicial
review,

Do you believe Ireland
will reach its net zero tar-
get by 2050 and why?

Ireland is falling behind in
meeting its 2030 sustainable
energy targets. Onshore wind
and solar energy projects are
progressing and being devel-
oped, but the offshore wind
energy target of 5GW is un-
likely to be met by 2030.

Ireland can reach its net
zero target by 2050, but will
need a substantial step
change in government ap-
proach to delivery and the
actual cost of the essential
infrastructure needs to be
quantified. For example,
policy needs to be aligned
across all government de-
partments and multi-annual
funding is required. ‘Appro-
val gates’ (approval process)
within government depart-
ments and agencies need to
be simplified.

Let agencies get on with
delivery. Adopt the concept
of the ‘common goed’, balan-
cing the right of individuals
with the common good - as
is used throughout Europe.

Industrial
leaders need to
treat thermal
decarbonisation
as a core
business
decision rather
than a technical
exercise, writes

Barry Bowen of

Climeaction

Becoming a renewable Island needs more than grid investment and renewable generatlon. it needs
transforming the single most stubborn part of the energy system: the heat used inside factories.

(SPONSORED)

Why industrial heat will make or
break Ireland’s climate targets

Ireland has no credible path
to becoming a renewable is-
land unless we confront the
reality of industrial heat.

It is the hardest part of the
energy system to decarbon-
ise, and the one area where
delay carries the highest cost.
The latest warnings frrom the
Climate Change Advisory
Council make this clear. Ire-
land will overshoot its first
carbon budget and is far off
the statutory 51% emissions
reduction target for 2030.

‘This is not due to a lack of
ambition or planning. It is
because the sectors that rely
heavily on thermal energy
have not yet made the tran-
sition at the speed required.

For manufacturers, food
and dairy processors, phat-
maceutical sites, and high
energy users across the
country, industrial heat is the
backbone of production. It
drives sterilisation, drying,
pasteurisation, evaporation,
space heating, hot water and
dozens of other core pro-
cesses. In most cases these
systems were built around
fossil fuels. The outcome is
predictable. Thermal energy
accounts for a large share of
industrial emissions and it is
precisely the part of the sys-
tem that has changed the
least over the past decade.

Ireland’s national conver-
sation is still dominated by
renewable electricity, grid re-
form and planning. These
matter, but they are only half
the challenge. A renewable is-
land is not simply powered by
clean electrons. It is powered

by low carbon heat. Until in-
dustry electrifies or replaces
the fossil heat systems that
run day and night in factories
across the country, Ireland
will continue to miss carbon
budgets.

The difficulty is that thermal
systems are technically com-
plex, capital intensive and
deeply embedded in production
workflows, You cannot simply
swap a boiler the way you in-
stall rooftop solar. You canhot
electrify heat loads without
checking capacity, redesigning
processes and rethinking how
energy flows through a facility.
That is why the industrial sec-
toris still behind the curve and
why the Council has warned
that current actions will not be
enough.

But this is also where the
opportunity sits. The data
coming from Ireland’s indus-
trial sites shows something
important. There is more
carbon reduction potential
in heat systems than alinost
any other part of the energy
footprint. A well executed
thermal decarbonisation
plan can unlock significant
energy savings, majol cost
reductions and a step change
in emissions. Heat pumps,
heat recovery, thermal stor-
age, biomass, refrigerant up-
grades, distribution rede-
sign, insulation improve-
ments, and process optimis-
ation are not speculative
ideas. They are proven, com-
mercially viable technol-
ogles that manufacturers
across Europe are ulreadg
implementing at scale. Iris

industry is capable of the
same shift, The bottleneck is
not technology. It is execu-
tion. Most businesses are not
starting from a clean slate.

They are starting with
legacy infrastructure, out-
dated metering, insufficient
data and systems that were
never designed with effi-
ciency in mind. This is
where thermal audits,
EXEED aligned design, and
structured engineering
analysis are essential.

This is not theoretical. We
see it every week across food,
dairy, pharma, and manufac-
turing facilities. A plant may
believe electrification is im-
possible because of peak
loads, only to discover that
process sequencing can
flatten demand. A site may as-
sume a heat pump cannot
meet temperature require-
ments, only to find that the
real requirement is much
lower than the rated equip-
ment. Many sites are running
distribution losses of twenty
to thirty percent simply be-
cause insulation or controls
were never upgraded. In al-
most all cases, these ineffic-
iencies inflate energy bills and
delay their own transition.

Industrial leaders need to
treat thermal decarbonisation
as a core business decision
rather than a technical exer-
cise. Energy costs ave volatile,
Regulatory pressure will in-
crease as Ireland works to re-
cover overshoots from the
first carbon budget. The EU's
policy direction is also clear.
Industries that fail to reduce
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emissions will face greater
scrutiny, higher compliance
costs and reduced competi-
tiveness. Those that act will
not only reduce emissions but
also improve resilience, cost
predictability and operational
performance.

Becoming a renewable is-
land requires more than grid
investment and renewable
generation. It requires trans-
forming the single most stub-
born part of the energy sys-
tem: the heat used inside fac-
tories. The Government will
need to accelerate planning
reform, grid upgrades, re-
newable heat incentives and
industrial decarbonisation
supports. But businesses
cannot wait for perfect con-
ditions. They need to take
ownership of their transition
and build credible thermal
roadmaps now.

At Climeaction we’ve seen
firsthand when companies
combine rigorous engineer-
ing, a structured audit pro-
cess and a clear capital plan,
they can cut thermal
emissions significantly
without disrupting produc-
tion. Ireland cannot afford
another missed carbon
budget period, Industry can-
not afford rising energy
costs, supply chain pressure
and tightening regulations.

The truth is simple, In-
dustrial heat will make or
break Ireland's climate tar-
gets, if we get it right we can
build a competitive, resil-
ient and genuinely renew-
able industrial base,

www.climeaction.com
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