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Glossary
White Paper on Energy: The Energy Policy
paper adopted in December 2015, “Ireland’s
Transition to a Low Carbon Energy Future”.

Divestment: The opposite of investment
– it means getting rid of stocks, bonds, or
investment funds that are unethical or morally
ambiguous.

Ireland Strategic Investment Fund: An
investment vehicle for the Irish Government,
established in 2014, with a statutory mandate
to invest on a commercial basis in a manner
designed to support economic activity and
employment in the State. The assets of the
former National Pensions Reserve Fund
(NPRF) became assets of the ISIF on the ISIF’s
establishment.

Global Divestment Movement: An
international network of independent campaigns
working toward fossil fuel divestment.
Paris Agreement: The landmark international
agreement on climate change adopted by all
governments in Paris in December 2015.
Carbon Budget: The carbon budget is the
estimated amount of carbon dioxide the world
can emit while still having a likely chance of
limiting global temperature rise to below 2°C,
the upper limit agreed by global leaders in the
Paris Agreement.
Carbon Bubble: The prospect that fossil fuel
companies are overvalued because they cannot
burn their carbon reserves, from which they
derive their value, if global climate commitments
are to be met.
Stranded Assets: Investments which are
unable to generate the expected economic
return as a result of changes in the market and
the regulatory environment.
Climate Action and Low Carbon
Development Act: The law adopted in Ireland
in December 2015 which sets on a statutory
footing the obligation for the Government
to pursue Greenhouse Gas mitigation and
adaptation measures.
National Mitigation Plan: The “National Low
Carbon Transition and Mitigation Plan” will
set out the Greenhouse Gas mitigation policy
measures to be implemented by Government
Departments in Ireland.
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Foreword

Foreword
“We know that technology based on the use
of highly polluting fossil fuels […] needs to be
progressively replaced without delay.” (165)
Pope Francis, Laudato Si – On Care for our Common Home, May 2015

floods, and pernicious droughts. In Trócaire’s
work overseas, each day we witness how a
changing climate is the ultimate multiplier of
vulnerability and inequality - robbing people
of their most basic of rights to health, food,
water and shelter. It is affecting first and most
profoundly the women and men in the poorest
countries who have done least to create it.

If recent events in Europe have highlighted
anything it is the all-too-often slow response of
political systems to structural crises. It is perhaps
the nature of democracy that tough decisions are
delayed and unpopular measures long-fingered
until such time as the elephant in the room has
morphed into a herd.
Sadly, this approach has characterised the
response of the global political system to climate
change. Through his recent Encyclical, Pope
Francis has pleaded with political leaders to take
the steps necessary to safeguard the future of the
planet from runaway climate change. He stresses
the fact that we only have one world and one
shared atmosphere on which we all rely for life
and need to protect. If we use “highly polluting
fossil fuels” here in Ireland, the impacts are felt
everywhere, especially by the poorest and future
generations. His Encyclical is an urgent call to
decarbonise our world – starting with ourselves.

The possibility that we may fail to deliver on the
Paris Agreement is something we simply cannot
accept. Climate action in Ireland needs a shakeup. We believe this is the right time to focus
in on the primary culprit of climate change: our
addiction to fossil fuels. Despite Paris, ongoing
investments in fossil fuels continue as a result
of policy procrastination and incoherence. The
fossil fuel question brings into stark relief the
incoherence between grand climate declarations
and outdated policy prescriptions. It reveals the
inadequacy of current action while the impacts of
climate change on the poorest people increase.

With the fanfare surrounding the Paris Agreement,
and a domestic climate law adopted in Ireland last
year, we believe there is a real risk that that climate
change will once again slip down the political
agenda. The political and public perception in this
country will be that climate action is “being taken
care of”. Agreements and laws, however, in and of
themselves change nothing. There is a serious risk
they will remain what Pope Francis calls a “dead
letter”. The science, however, is very clear: without
increased ambition and early action in the next few
years by rich countries, we will not stay within the
temperature limits set out in the Paris Agreement.

Trócaire is by no means alone in this call. The
fossil fuel divestment movement is providing
a global opportunity for concerned people in all
countries to say that the fossil fuel age must end.
We join with students and civil society in Ireland
already engaging in this peaceful movement and
invite individuals, organisations and institutions to
join us. Climate change is the greatest injustice of
our time. Together we can start to change this by
joining in solidarity and taking action.

The impacts of climate change today are already
too much for the millions of women, men and
children in poor countries whose lives, livelihoods
and resources are being lost due to devastating

Eamonn Meehan
Executive Director
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Key Recommendations
Trócaire calls on the Irish Government to:
–

Review state investments and supports to bring them into line with international
climate and sustainable development obligations. This should begin by mandating
the ISIF to divest from fossil fuels, prohibit future investment in the industry, and
adopt a 100 percent renewables energy investment policy.

–

Ban future exploration for fossil fuels in Ireland and immediately decrease
domestic dependency on fossil fuels, increasing investment in, and use of,
renewable energy alternatives.

–

Phase out fossil fuel subsidies within the context of a just transition.

–

Make a significantly increased public financing pledge to the UN’s Green Climate
Fund and establish a new national mechanism, such as the creation of a new
Climate Justice Fund, to provide secure and additional financing for adaptation in
developing countries into the future.

–

Prioritise a just transition domestically and globally. Establish adequate social and
environmental safeguards to ensure policies do not result in unintended impacts
on the rights and resilience of vulnerable communities.

–

Ensure that the Low Carbon Transition and Mitigation Plan drives effective
and equitable emission reductions across all sectors based on binding EU and
international commitments.

–

Ensure an equitable effort-sharing approach in the implementation of the Paris
Agreement on climate action such that all countries act according to their
responsibility and capacity in line with the best available science.

Civil Society Organisations in Ireland Should:
–

Join the burgeoning global divestment movement by embarking on their own
institutional divestment journey.

–

Join and support divestment campaigns in Ireland.
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1. Introduction
“Climate change is a global problem with grave implications:
environmental, social, economic, political and for the distribution
of goods. It represents one of the principal challenges facing
humanity in our day. Its worst impact will probably be felt by
developing countries in coming decades.” (25)
Pope Francis, Laudato Si’ - On Care for our Common Home, May 2015

As a social movement, it has the potential to
transform climate action because it focuses
squarely on the common ground where the
science and the politics, the morality and money
related to climate action converge: fossil fuels.

Climate action in Ireland needs a massive
shake up. It is completely out of step with
the ambition of the Paris Agreement and is
insufficient to meet even our existing EU
targets. The Paris Agreement is very clear:
every country, large and small, rich and poor,
must increase its ambition urgently and
persistently if the goal of remaining well below
a 2°C rise in surface temperatures above preindustrial times is to be avoided. “Free-riding”
by any government is not acceptable.1

The movement has won the support of many
global moral leaders. Action is being led by
young people and elders joining forces –
university students in particular, faith groups
and institutions with a public mandate, as Box 1
shows. The movement is gaining the attention
of an increasing number of public and private
investors, and investment managers. The moral
impetus for taking public and private money
out of the fossil fuel industry is increasingly
converging with sound financial sense, setting
the divestment movement apart from previous
campaigns. This means it cannot be ignored and
it will continue to grow. As of March 2016 more
than 500 institutions, with an approximate
value of $3.4 trillion, have committed to
divestment from fossil fuels2.

Ireland has a longstanding commitment to
ending global poverty and hunger, but its
climate mitigation policy by comparison is
weak. Every month of delay in implementing
more ambitious policy, and every manoeuvre
to avoid taking on our fair share of the effort,
exacerbates this disconnect. In the wake
of the Paris Agreement, it is up to elected
representatives and civil society alike in Ireland
to ensure the old debates on climate action
are left behind. Climate policy and action must
be developed based on what is necessary
according to the science, and on what is just.
Domestic and global climate justice can and
must go hand in hand.
It is against this backdrop that the growing
fossil fuel divestment movement (or divestment
movement for short) has taken hold, and must
grow in Ireland. The campaign to divest from
fossil fuels emerged in the US and has spread
quickly across the continents, sparking activism
in Europe, Asia and Australasia, Africa and the
Middle East.

$
More than 500 institutions, with an
approximate value of $3.4 trillion, have
committed to divestment from fossil fuels.
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box 1

The Global Fossil Fuel
Divestment Movement
“We need an apartheid-style boycott to save the planet […] We must stop
climate change. And we can, if we use the tactics that worked in South Africa
against the worst carbon emitters. People of conscience need to break their
ties with corporations financing the injustice of climate change. […] It makes
no sense to invest in companies that undermine our future. To serve as
custodians of creation is not an empty title; it requires that we act, and with
all the urgency this dire situation demands.”
Archbishop Desmond Tutu, The Guardian, April 2014
Divestment refers to the removal of investment
capital from stocks, bonds or funds in a
particular company or sector. While this action
can – and in the case of fossil fuel divestment
is - also taken for reasons of financial prudence,
divestment is primarily a socially motivated
activity. Those divesting are sending a message
that their principles and values are no longer
aligned with the types of investment in
question. In this case, they do not want to be
complicit in the damage to the climate caused
by burning fossil fuels and they want fossil
fuels to be phased out as quickly as possible.
If enough people take action, and the action
becomes widespread, it is a sign that social
acceptability of certain activities is changing.

however, in removing the social license of
the industry to operate, paving the way for
increasing policy and financial constraints on
their capacity to grow.3
The fossil fuel divestment campaign emerged
in the US in 2010 and spread quickly across
the continents. Institutions committing to
divestment include Glasgow and Oxford
Universities in the UK, Stanford and
Georgetown Universities in the US; the
Norwegian State Pension Fund, the
California State Pension Fund, the British
Medical Association, the World Council of
Churches, and cities and councils in Europe
and the US4. In Ireland, Maynooth University
has become the first university to put in
place a fossil free investment policy and has
committed to proactively develop ethical
investment principles that are protective of the
environment and society.

Former high profile divestment campaigns
include divestment from companies investing
in the South African apartheid regime, as well
as divestment from the tobacco and arms
industry. The evidence shows that divestment
by individuals and institutions, even with a
significant uptake, may not affect the equity
value of targeted companies in the short term
as other investors simply buy up divested
shares. Divestment is particularly effective,

Trocaire has committed to divest its staff
pension fund from fossil fuels and has signed
the “Europeans for Divest-Invest” pledge.
http://divestinvest.org/europe/
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With a certain amount of further warming
already guaranteed due to emissions to date,
these impacts are already set to increase. The
power of the fossil fuel industry to influence
politics is in stark contrast to that of the people
most affected by the impacts of climate change,
like Enestina, who are given little consideration
in policy decisions.

The impact climate change is having on the
rights and dignity of women and men living in
poverty is what has brought Trócaire to the issue
of fossil fuels. Across the countries Trócaire
works in, we are witnessing the devastation
wrought on families and communities by
increasingly frequent and intense storms and
floods, and pernicious drought. In 2015/16, the
impact of El Niño, compounded by a spike in
global temperatures, has wrought havoc across
several continents, putting tens of millions of
people at risk of starvation.

The prospect that governments in rich countries
such as Ireland, with the greatest responsibility
and capacity to act on climate change, may fail
to do what is both necessary and possible to
avoid further suffering of the poorest people is
something Trócaire cannot accept. This policy
brief highlights the implications of the Paris
Agreement for climate policy in Ireland, focusing
on the issue of divesting from fossil fuels in
particular as a sign of new ambition for a just
response to climate change.

The photo below depicts Enestina Muyeye, 12
years old, standing in her family’s maize crop in
Dedza Malawi. Enestina’s father is concerned
it will only provide them with enough maize for
three months due to the poor harvest as a result
of poor rains.

Enestina Muyeye, 12 years old. Kanyera, Central Malawi. Photo: Emmet Sheerin, Trócaire.
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Feeling the Heat
How climate change is driving extreme
weather in the developing world
November 2014

box 2

Climate change affects
everyone, but not equally
“We saw the roof of our house fly off. We ran from room to room […]. We went to the
school. It was flooded. The water was up to my knee, so we put holes in the walls to
drain it. At night we put roof insulation on the floor to sleep on. The young children
lay down, the older children and adults slept sitting up. People had no food.”
In this passage, Feliso Deo describes the effects
of Typhoon Haiyan on Bantaya Island in the
Philippines in 2013. It was the most powerful
typhoon ever to make landfall.

by as much as 10 percent as a result of climate
change and the growing season has already
reduced by 15 percent as a result of drought.
Malawi is highly vulnerable to climate change
under even modest temperature increases.
Over the coming decades increased climate
variability and extreme events, compounded
by lack of human and technological capacity
to mitigate and adapt to climate change will
increase the vulnerability of chronically and
transiently poor households heavily dependent
on rain fed agriculture.

In 2014, on the first anniversary of the typhoon,
Trócaire, in collaboration with Maynooth
University, published a five country study
looking at the impacts of climate change on
human development.5 The report drew on the
key findings from the IPCC 5th Assessment
Report and our experience working with
our partners in our programme countries. It
concluded that climate change is already having
significant impacts across many areas of human
development, including food security, economic
development, spread of diseases and gender
empowerment. According to predictions, these
impacts will continue to accelerate unless urgent
action is taken to reduce emissions.

The floods of 2015 are indicative of the
devastating impacts of climate change in
Malawi. 230,000 Malawians were displaced
in 15 of the 28 districts in the country. Food
insecurity in Malawi is at its worst level in over
a decade as a result of the flooding, with 2.8
million people at risk6.

In Honduras, the report concluded that floods
and storms have increased in frequency, with 65
extreme weather events recorded in the last 20
years at a cost of $4.7bn. Yields from food crops
in Honduras will drop by up to 10 percent by
2020 due to increased drought.

“When I was younger we did not have
these problems, but the climate has
changed. Now we do not get enough rain,
and when the rain does come we just get
floods and then it goes. We have reduced
the amount of food we are eating each day.
We used to have three meals a day but
now we have only two, one in the morning
and one in the evening. We are trying to
save the maize we have because our next
harvest will not give us very much’’.

Yields across sub-Saharan Africa are projected
to decrease by as much as 50 percent over the
century while crop net revenues could fall by as
much as 90 percent by the year 2100, with smallscale farmers being the most affected.
In Kenya, the report found that net economic
costs of climate change could be equivalent to
a loss of almost 3 percent of GDP each year by
2030. Agricultural output in Ethiopia could fall

Stephen Muyeye from Dedza in Malawi, Enestina’s
father, talks about the impact of recent drought and
flooding on the family.
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2. Living up
to the Promise
of Paris

within the 2°C limit. As we share one atmosphere,
we only have one carbon budget – the atmosphere
does not recognise political divisions. Once that
limit is breached, scientists predict that runaway
climate change of 2.5, 3 or 4°C will take hold. The
consequences will be devastating.
The Paris Agreement offers the last realistic chance
of averting this scenario. It explicitly recognises that
current national climate commitments and policies
fall far short of what is needed to stay within the
remaining carbon budget.

“True statecraft is manifest when,
in difficult times, we uphold high
principles and think of the longterm common good’’. (178)

Research published ahead of the Paris Conference
on countries’ current commitments to reduce
emissions under the UNFCC show that national
pledges represent substantially less than half of
the reduction in global emissions required by
2030 to remain below a 2°C rise8. It also highlighted
that the EU’s pledge represents just over a fifth of
its fair contribution. Figure 1 illustrates the likely
impact of current national pledges9.

Pope Francis, Laudato Si’ - On Care for Our Common Home,
May 2015

The Paris Agreement adopted in December 2015
was a diplomatic triumph. For the first time in history
all states - rich and poor, large and small - agreed
to act together, on the basis of equity and the best
science, to avoid the worst impacts of climate
change. Critically, the Paris Agreement also marked
an increase in global ambition. Governments agreed
to act collectively to keep further global warming of
the earth’s surface temperature “well below” a 2°C
rise from pre-industrial times, and to pursue policies
in line with a safer limit of 1.5 °C. This reflects an
international consensus that warming of 2°C or more
would have such devastating, wide-ranging social,
environmental and economic impacts from local to
global levels, that it must be avoided.

Significant and persistent increases in national
level ambition in all countries are necessary if
the temperature limits adopted are not to be
breached, and to ensure the remaining budget
is used fairly and judiciously.

If the Paris Agreement ambition is to be taken
seriously, it requires an urgent, coordinated step
change in the scale and scope of climate action
at all levels. In fact, the window of opportunity for
having a reasonable chance of staying within the
ambitious “safe limits” laid out in Paris is closing
quickly. Every day, every month, every year of delay
amounts to reducing options for a just and orderly
transition. Given that we share one planet-wide
atmosphere, if humans continue to emit CO2 into the
atmosphere at current rates, the entire remaining
“carbon budget” will be used up in under twenty
years, mostly by wealthy nations like Ireland. This
“carbon budget”7 represents the total amount of
CO2 emissions that can be “spent” anywhere on the
planet whilst having a reasonable chance of staying
9
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Figure 1 Current plans fall far short of Paris Commitments
C
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This thermometer shows the limits to future warming agreed to in Paris – 1.5°C, or 2°C at most. It
shows that current policies will likely bring us to a rise of almost 4°C, and that pledges for additional
action made in Paris, if implemented successfully, still bring us well over a 2°C further rise.

While emissions growth and global GDP growth
diverged globally for the first time outside of
economic crisis times in 201411, and the number
of countries with legislation now governing
climate action is higher than ever before, global
and national rates of decarbonisation remain
far off track for achieving the goals agreed and
emissions are continuing to grow12. The time for
action is now.

So whilst the Paris Agreement was a diplomatic
success, it is only a start. To stay within the safe
global carbon budget, CO2 emissions must fall to
zero, if at all possible not much later than 205010.
This date could seem a long way off, but what is
often not understood is that this requires urgent
action now due to the nature of the changes
required. Infrastructure changes have a long lead
in time due to legalities and planning processes.
Changes made now may not become effective in
terms of actual emissions reductions until the end
of the decade. Immediate steps to rapidly reduce
emissions from the current very dangerously high
level are therefore urgently required.
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3. Political Failure and the
Carbon Bubble
“Interdependence obliges us to think of one world with
a common plan.” (164)
Pope Francis, Laudato Si – On Care of our Common Home May 2015

This protracted political failure over many
decades has led to a disturbing disconnect
between known reserves of fossil fuels and the
amount it would be safe to burn while staying
within the “safe” limits. Estimates show that
proven fossil-fuel reserves15 contain around
2,795 gigatonnes of potential emissions. If these
reserves are burned as currently planned,16 they
would massively exceed the safe global carbon
budget, sending the world into catastrophic
climate change. To have a reasonable chance
of keeping global temperature rise within
2°C, around 80 percent of known remaining
fossil fuel reserves will need to remain under
ground17.

Despite the Paris Agreement, governments
and citizens globally are still failing to grasp
the urgency of making sure all policy decisions
work to reduce emissions. It is striking that
whilst committing to international agreements
to reduce emissions, governments are still
continuing to lock-in future emissions through
sectoral policies such as energy, transport, trade
and agriculture.
Over 60 percent of global carbon emissions
come from our dependency on fossil fuels for
energy: it remains the elephant in the room.13
Not one explicit reference is made to fossil
fuels in the 31 page Paris Agreement due to
diplomatic sensitivities. Changes in the global
energy system and energy markets have
begun, but they are not happening nearly fast
enough. According to the International Energy
Agency (IEA), a clean energy revolution is
urgently required,14 but most governments are
still tinkering at the edges. They have thus far
failed to call a definitive end to the fossil fuel
age - despite the stark evidence that this is
a fundamental pre-requisite to staying within
agreed safe temperature limits.

To have a reasonable
chance of keeping
global temperature
rise within 2°C

around
80 percent of
known remaining fossil
fuel reserves will need to
remain under ground.
11

The Burning Question

Figure 2 The Carbon Bubble

What is the Carbon Bubble?
Fossil fuel proven
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GtCO2
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GtCO2

Remaining Carbon Budget
for the fossil fuel industry

(to keep below 2oC as at 2011)

The gap between the remaining burnable and
unburnable fossil fuels has been termed the
“carbon bubble” and is well illustrated in Figure
2 above. This simple, stark equation, is what
campaigner Bill McKibben termed the “terrifying
new math”.18 Despite this evidence, governments
are facilitating fossil fuel companies with their
plans to burn their reserves - and granting new
exploration and extraction licenses. Despite
calls for action from the IEA and international
financial institutions including the International
Monetary Fund (IMF) and the World Bank, next
to no progress has been achieved on a five year
old G20 plan to phase out fossil fuels19. The IMF,
moreover, estimated in 2015 that $5.3tn a year
was being paid in subsidies globally to fossil fuels
in tax breaks and cut-prices. The IEA estimates
that subsidies represent incentives to fossil fuel
companies of an equivalent to $115 per tonne of
CO2 emitted20.

Source: Carbon Tracker 2011

Even after Paris, these mixed policy signals
are allowing - and encouraging – the fossil fuel
industry to plan continued expansion, a global
dynamic replicated at national levels. In failing
to address this contradiction, governments
are effectively colluding with the fossil fuel
industry and ridiculing the hard won diplomatic
breakthrough in Paris.
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box 3

Greasing the wheels:
how are fossil fuel
companies getting
away with it?
They have also funded “climate-denial” efforts
aimed at undermining climate science and
public understanding of the issue23.

The fossil fuel industry is among the most
powerful lobbies in the world. The industry
and its trade associations spend around €44m
on lobbying at the EU every year – around
€120,000 per day. The industry spends
around $213m on lobbying in the US every
year. This equates to in excess of half a
million dollars every day, and $4m a week21.
In contrast, the total spent by the alternative
energy sector on lobbying in the US equates
to the amount spent by just two of the highest
spending oil companies per year22. Some of
the most best known fossil fuel companies
are highly complicit in the failure of policy and
legislative efforts to deliver adequate climate
action at a time when acting would have been
easier and cheaper.

ExxonMobil was in the news in 2015 when
further evidence surfaced of their decision in
the 1980s to shelve their investment in climate
change research which was clearly highlighting
the dangers of fossil fuel emissions, and
instead to channel their financial resources
into climate denial efforts. Furthermore, eight
years ago, under pressure from shareholders,
Exxon committed to stop funding climate denial.
However their financial and tax records indicate
they have continued to provide millions to
members of Congress and a corporate lobbying
group that deny climate change and seek to
undermine regulation.24

This is money which should be going to support
the development of renewables, energy
efficiency and a just transition. At least a 75
percent increase in investment rates in new
renewable power generation is needed in
order to achieve the Paris commitments.25
Article 2 of the Paris Agreement states that
governments need to strengthen their climate
responses by making finance flows consistent
with a pathway towards low greenhouse gas
emissions and climate-resilient development.
Governments are therefore now obligated
to take action to address the role of financial
flows.

Energy Investment Choices – a Critical
Lever of Change
Given the track record of failure in curbing climate
emissions and the powerful influence of the
fossil fuel industry over policies, exposing this
incoherence and publicly challenging it, is an
increasingly important part of the global climate
debate. Science-based, just climate action
demands swift contraction of the fossil fuel
industry, which in turn requires decisions by both
governments – and critically – investors. The ready
availability of public and private investment through
loans, bonds and equities are critical levers in
enabling the fossil fuel industry to operate.
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There are sound financial reasons to divest
too. For decades fossil fuels have been seen
as a safe and profitable investment given the
reliance of the global economy on oil, gas and
coal. This profitability is now under serious
scrutiny. The landmark “carbon bubble” analysis
not only highlighted the physical gap between
burnable carbon and safe emissions – but the
questionable financial assumptions about the
future profitability of the fossil fuel industry. The
analysis sparked a flurry of initiatives to assess
the potential for, and possible implications of
fossil fuel investments becoming valueless - or
“stranded assets” - and the risks of a global
financial “carbon bubble”. As the necessary
decarbonisation agenda advances, major risks to
investors now exist based on the inevitability of
increasingly stringent policies restricting carbon
emissions. In addition, fossil fuel assets are at
risk as a result of market forces as renewables
continue their burgeoning growth and the social
acceptability of fossil fuel use declines26. Recent
analyses by a leading global stock market index
company, and by Bloomberg New Energy
Finance indicated that portfolios free of fossil
fuel investments have outperformed those with
assets in coal, oil and gas companies over the
last five years.27

The financial case for divesting from fossil
fuels has continued to accelerate with calls for
greater disclosure of companies’ exposure to
climate risks. In January 2016 an international
assessment and survey by the Davos World
Economic Forum placed potential failure of
climate-change mitigation and adaptation as the
number one global risk in terms of impact.28 G20
Finance Ministers and Central Bank Governors
initiated the Financial Stability Board to launch
a Task Force on Climate-related Financial
Disclosure. Landmark reports such as that
by MERCER in 2015 have increased the onus
on investment managers to monitor the risks
associated with climate change and investment
exposure, while some institutions have already
begun to divest fossil fuel assets, including AXA
and Allianz insurance.29 Financial Stewardship
codes and requirements globally are on the
increase and there is a growing focus on the
legal responsibility of Trustees, the focus of a
review within the OECD.30
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4. Ireland, Climate and
Fossil Fuels
“Ireland’s imprint has been huge and historic, well out of
proportion to the country’s size and your population […] Ireland
has been a champion of efforts to counter hunger, but today
one cannot be a leader on hunger without also being a leader in
climate change […] I encourage Ireland to align its climate effort
with its admirable engagement on hunger.”
Ban Ki Moon, UN Secretary General, Dublin Castle, 2015

The Environmental Protection Agency has
issued a stark warning that current plans will
not be sufficient to bring national policy in line
with its international climate commitments,
and that Ireland will breach its EU 2020 climate
obligations within the next 18 months.33 Failure
to meet any EU targets during the period
2020-2030 has the potential to cost the State
between €50-€500 million annually.34 But
women, men and children in Ireland, and all over
the world will pay many-fold as a result of the
impacts of further warming.

Before coming on to Ireland’s policies on fossil
fuels, one needs to consider the wider context
of climate action in Ireland post-Paris. Ireland’s
track record on meeting its international climate
commitments is seriously wanting. According
to commentators, Ireland met its legally binding
emission reduction targets under the UN Kyoto
Protocol, dating from 1997, thanks largely to
the economic crash rather than a result of
successful policy planning and implementation.31
The last Government delivered on its
commitment to put in place a Climate Action
and Low Carbon Development Act - which
is welcome - but did little to address existing
trends and policies to bring down Ireland’s
growing greenhouse gas emissions. This fact
is noted in the European Commission’s recent
“Country Report” on Ireland.32 Ireland is still
falling far short of meeting existing 2020 targets
under EU climate legislation at a time when
all countries need to raise their ambition. As
discussed earlier, the obligation on all States
under the Paris Agreement is to increase current
levels of ambition and action. This means EU
collective ambition and Member State climate
commitments will have to increase significantly
and consistently over the years to come.

The new Climate Action and Low Carbon
Development Act gives some hope that
democratic accountability for climate action
in Ireland will increase. Current indications,
however, are that policy making in Ireland
continues to take place without meaningful
regard to the climate science or to Ireland’s
fair share of the global effort to remain well
below the agreed 2°C and 1.5°C limits. The
gap between the political rhetoric of steadfast
commitment to climate action displayed in
Paris, and the political commitment to domestic
action, has yet to begin to close.
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A National Mitigation Plan is to be adopted by
the Government in 2017. This will be the first
comprehensive plan for reducing emissions in
Ireland since 2007. It must reflect a significant
increase in ambition relative to January 2016,
in line with Ireland pursuing its fair share of the
effort to achieve the goals adopted in Paris.

A whole of economy approach to reducing
emissions is necessary because emissions
are spread across a broad range of sectors, as
illustrated in Figure 3. Current Government plans
are to increase emissions in the agricultural
sector. This in itself is problematic given that
reductions are urgently needed across all
sectors. Importantly however, this policy implies
that even deeper cuts will be made across
other sectors, in particular transport and energy.
According to the EPA transport emissions had
increased by 121% in 2011 compared to 2000
and are continuing to go in the wrong direction.
They are projected to increase by 16 percent in
the period 2014 to 202035.

Figure 3 GHG emissions for Ireland by sector in 201336
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Energy-related emissions comprise emissions from the energy sectors as well as the
transport, residential, industry and commercial sectors. Altogether, energy-related emissions
account for 66 percent of the total (2013). The majority of the non-energy emissions are from
the agriculture sector.
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achieve the national transition objective, having
regard to, inter alia, Climate Justice37. The
Irish population is small but GHG emissions
per capita are among the highest among our
industrialised peers.38 By comparison, the same
emissions would be produced by around 400
million Africans.

Ireland in the context of global
climate justice
Ireland’s climate polices, moreover, cannot be
developed in a vacuum. As highlighted earlier, the
world shares one carbon budget and each country
must do its fair share. The need for Ireland to
do its fair share to address climate change is
acknowledged in the recently adopted Climate
Action and Low Carbon Development Act which
states that the Government shall, endeavour to

Figure 4 depicts per capita emissions in Ireland
alongside the per capita emissions of a number
of poor countries.

Figure 4 Ireland’s per capita emissions relative to poor countries
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Under the Paris Agreement, rich countries
like Ireland have to take the lead in a global
decarbonisation agenda to make the very limited
future emissions space available to the poorest
countries. Rather than seek to extract additional
indigenous reserves, rich countries must use no
more fossil fuels than is absolutely necessary
in the context of a transition to 100 percent
renewables.

The inconvenient reality is that rich countries like
Ireland, where carbon emissions per capita are
particularly high, have already used up nearly all of
their fair share of the global carbon budget – and
are continuing to burn the remainder up rapidly.
The Stockholm Environment Institute has
developed a robust method for calculating the
fair share of action that must be taken on by
states according to their contribution to climate
change, and their capacity to act39. Figure 5
below shows the emissions reduction pathway
Ireland would need to follow if it was doing its’
“fair share” in accordance with the principle of
climate justice.

Figure 5 Ireland’s emissions reductions pathways based on fair share 40
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opportunity, it fails to commit to the closure of
highly polluting coal and peat burning power
stations within the next five years. In fact, it
pledges to continue exploration for new fossil
fuel reserves off Ireland’s coastal basins,
despite the fact that 80 percent of currently
known reserves must stay in the ground.

Allowing developing countries as much of
the remaining carbon budget as possible, to
enable their development, is central to climate
justice. Billions of women and men around
the world still do not have access to modern
electricity. The vast majority of those without
access live in remote areas in developing Asia
and Sub-Saharan Africa. Poor countries must
be supported to develop along low-carbon
paths to avoid becoming trapped into carbon
intensive energy infrastructure while the rest of
the world transitions out of it. However, fossil
fuel investments have not delivered access to
energy for the poorest people, and renewables
investment will not do so either unless
this is made an explicit goal. Domestic and
international policy must be designed to address
poverty and environmental goals together in
order to deliver just and lasting change.41

Meanwhile, it is estimated that the fossil
fuel industry currently benefits from more
than €300 million in subsidies. This figure is
made up of the share of the public service
obligation (PSO) levy allocated to subsidising
peat and securing gas supply, totaling €169.2
million last year, combined with fuel allowance
payments to low-income households of about
€217 million annually.43 These subsidies are
designed to safeguard jobs and reduce poverty
respectively – both critical issues in ensuring
a just transition. However, in the face of
climate change, they underscore the need to
review existing policies. Measures to alleviate
domestic energy poverty are essential and
measures to phase out the use of fossil fuels
must avoid exacerbating poverty in Ireland.
Together with domestic poverty agencies,
Trócaire has highlighted the need for a shift
to renewables and focus on insulation and
retrofitting rather than fossil fuel subsidies in
light of the Paris commitments.44

In line with international commitments, all rich
countries are now obliged to provide financial
support to ensure that developing countries
can make a transition to clean development
pathways. Ireland is currently falling far short
on this commitment. In the October 2015
Budget the Government made a pledge of
just €2 million to the Green Climate Fund, the
principal delivery mechanism under the UN to
provide funding for climate action in developing
countries. This pledge amounted to around
$0.57 per capita, a ratio much worse than other
countries.42

A range of potential energy transition scenarios
for Ireland have been modelled.45 Some
scenarios see Ireland being 100 percent fossil
fuel free by 2050, while others involve Ireland
remaining dependent on fossil fuels well
beyond that date.46 Experts are clear however
in stating that a vast range of scenarios are
possible. The position taken by the Energy
White Paper that fossil fuels will remain part of
Ireland’s energy mix well beyond 2050 means
that continued time and financial resources
will be dedicated to fossil fuel technologies
and infrastructure, which will become obsolete
within this century. This is money that could be
spent on an ambitious and a just transition - if
the phasing out of fossil fuels as quickly and as
efficiently as possible was a clear priority. Every
cent invested in fossil fuels is an investment

Ireland and fossil fuels
The White Paper on Energy, “Ireland’s Transition
to a Low Carbon Energy Future”, published
in December 2015 – right on the back of the
Paris Agreement – should provide the policy
framework for ending dependence on fossil
fuels in Ireland. Energy accounts for almost
66 percent of Ireland’s emissions. It sets an
admirable goal of 80-95 percent decarbonisation
by 2050 and full decarbonisation by the end of
the century. The policy, however, is far from
recognising the urgency of pursuing an end the
fossil fuel era. In the context of the remaining
global carbon budget and the short window of
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Europe. The fund is also investing in companies
involved in unconventional oil and gas exploration
-hydraulic fracturing, practices that have
provoked significant public concern and political
controversy in Ireland and Europe. Indications
are that the combined carbon emissions of the
ISIF’s investments could exceed by an order of
magnitude those coming from the Irish state51.

opportunity wasted, that could be reaping jobs,
health and other co-benefits if invested in the
phase up of energy efficiency and renewables47.
If the Paris Agreement temperature limits are to
be respected, every proposal to invest nationally
in fossil fuels, their infrastructure – and other
carbon intensive national policies - must be
democratically scrutinised in light of potential
alternatives. In this respect, the decision to
initiate a National Energy Forum is a welcome
development. A critical litmus test of the
integrity of the Forum will be whether proposed
decarbonisation pathways and policy approaches
reflect Ireland’s equitable claim on the
diminishing 2°C carbon budget. When policies
are designed without a focus on how they will
impact on the most vulnerable women and men,
they not only fail to put us on a transformative
pathway, but also risk exacerbating existing
vulnerabilities.48

The ISIF is mandated to generate a return to
the Exchequer through its investments, as well
as to contribute to increased economic activity
and job creation within the State. As part of this,
the legislation establishing the ISIF directs it to
re-orientate its investment portfolio out of global
markets to focus on investments within the Irish
economy. Nevertheless, it maintains the capacity
to invest outside of Ireland if deemed necessary,
and therefore within the global fossil fuel
industry.52 Furthermore, the ISIF’s investment
strategy states that “a significant” portion of
its energy investment will be in renewables,
indicating it could potentially invest in fossil fuels
in Ireland.

Ireland’s Strategic Investment Fund –
strategic for who?

The ISIF describes itself as a “long-term,
responsible sovereign fund investor”. It
subscribes to the UN Principles of Responsible
Investment (PRI), which are aimed at managing
environmental, social and governance factors
to improve the sustainability of financial
returns. The PRI produced a discussion paper
in 2015 on the reduction of emissions across
investment portfolios which notes the option
of “divestment” of high carbon assets as a risk
management strategy and as a means to align
investment with values.53 The ISIF, mandated to
invest in the public interest, should become a
practical and symbolic catalyst for an investment
transition in Ireland out of fossil fuels and into
renewable energy. Moreover, trends indicate that
this would be in the financial interest of the State
and the taxpayers that finance the fund54. There
is a precedent for prohibiting ISIF investment
in industries considered morally problematic.
The Cluster Munitions Act of 2008 prohibited
the NPRF, and now the ISIF, from investing in
industries involved in the production of cluster
munitions.55

As well as subsidising the fossil fuel industry
keeping them artificially cheap and externalising
their true costs, the Irish State is also investing
public money in fossil fuels. The Irish Strategic
Investment Fund (ISIF), the successor to the
National Pension Reserve Fund, is an investment
vehicle of the Irish Government funded by tax
payer money. According to the NTMA Annual
Report, the ISIF in 2014 was invested in some
of the world’s most controversial fossil fuel
companies, to a value of €72million49. Particularly
concerning investment include TransCanada,
the company behind the highly controversial
Keystone XL pipeline to bring oil from Canada’s
tar sands to the US market. President Obama
had to veto the initiative following major
opposition from civil society, including climate
scientists and academics. Investments in
Peabody Energy: a global coal company
headquartered in the US that still claims climate
change is not happening and plans to extract
all its coal reserves50, and RWE AG: One of
the largest producers of electricity from coal in
Europe with plans to build new coal plants in
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A decision to divest the ISIF of current
investments in the fossil fuel industry, prohibit
future investments in fossil fuels and setting
a mandate to invest 100 percent of energy
investments in renewables, would send an
important signal to the people of Ireland and the
international community that Ireland is serious
about meeting the commitments it made in
Paris. While the National Mitigation Plan is being
developed, this can and must mark the shakeup of climate action across all policies areas in
Ireland that is so urgently needed.

Moreover, the Climate Action and Low
Carbon Development Act applies not only
to all government departments, but also to
all “relevant” bodies i.e. state and public
bodies. This fact, combined with the obligation
in the Paris Agreement to align finance flows
with a pathway to meet the global temperature
goals suggests strongly that action to address
the ISIF investment in the fossil fuels industry
is necessary. The ISIF is expected to align its
investment strategy with Government policy
– yet that policy is inconsistent at best. On the
one hand, Government policy is currently to
explore for and extract new fossil fuel reserves,
but on the other it is has legal obligations to
reduce emissions in line with remaining well
below a further 2°C rise. ISIF investment
in the fossil fuel industry is symbolic of the
incoherence of State policy, and divesting these
assets must be a first step in correcting these
incoherencies.

Government
policy is currently
to explore for and
extract new fossil
fuel reserves, but it is
has legal obligations to
reduce emissions in
line with a 2 degree
limit pathway.
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5. On the Right Side of History
Decisions made now will have a profound
impact on the lives of people living in
poverty and on our children. The window
of opportunity for an orderly transition
away from fossil fuels is rapidly closing
and will be gone within a decade if
current commitments and policies are not
addressed. After the Paris Agreement, the
level of ambition needs to be ratcheted
up urgently and rapidly. The policy and
investment decisions being taken right
now will decide the success or failure of
the Paris Agreement, the last multilateral
effort to avoid devastating, irrevocable
climate impacts. Legislators, investors
and civil society alike must face up to
challenging decisions that must be made,
based on science, equity and a meaningful
concept of the public interest. Charting
a new path is also full of opportunities to
be harnessed. Leadership today means
having a clear and just vision for the kind
of world and society we will gift to today’s
children. As Pope Francis says in Laudato
Sí, it calls for “true statecraft”.
The political landscape in Ireland has
shifted dramatically with the election of
the 32nd Daíl. It calls for a new politics and
a different kind of leadership. Taking bold
and necessary steps to urgently address
climate change, in line with the principles
of climate justice, should be at the heart
of this new politics.

In light of this, the new
Government of Ireland should:
– Review state investments and supports to bring
them into line with international climate and
sustainable development obligations. This should
begin by mandating the ISIF to divest from fossil
fuels, prohibit future investment in the industry, and
adopt a 100% renewables energy investment policy.
– Ban future exploration for fossil fuels in Ireland and
immediately decrease domestic dependency on
fossil fuels, increasing investment in, and use of,
renewable energy alternatives.
– Phase out fossil fuel subsidies within the context of
a just transition.
– Make a significantly increased public financing
pledge to the UN’s Green Climate Fund and
establish a new national mechanism, such as the
creation of a new Climate Justice Fund, to provide
secure and additional financing for adaptation in
developing countries into the future.
– Prioritise a just transition domestically and globally.
Establish adequate social and environmental
safeguards to ensure policies do not result in
unintended impacts on the rights and resilience of
vulnerable communities.
– Ensure that the Low Carbon Transition and
Mitigation Plan drives effective and equitable
emission reductions across all sectors based on
binding EU and international commitments.
– Ensure an equitable effort-sharing approach in the
implementation of the new Paris Agreement on
climate action such that all countries act according to
their responsibility and capacity in line with the best
available science.

Civil Society Organisations in Ireland Should:
– Join the burgeoning global divestment movement
by embarking on their own institutional divestment
journey.
– Join and support divestment campaigns in Ireland.
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