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Climate action in Ireland 
Latest state of play 

The EU binding climate and energy legislation for 2030 requires Member States to adopt national energy 
and climate plans (NECPs) covering the period 2021 to 2030. In October 2020, the European Commission 
published an assessment for each NECP. Ireland submitted its NECP in mid-2019. A high proportion of 
Irish people (74%) expect national governments to tackle climate change. 
Ireland generates 1.7 % of the EU's total greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and has reduced emissions at 
a slower pace than the EU average since 2005. With a low share of energy-intensive industry, Ireland's 
carbon intensity, relative to GDP, is among the lowest in the Union, with a higher than average decrease.  
Currently, the agricultural sector accounts for the majority of Ireland's emissions at 31 %, a 4.3 % increase 
since 2005. Whereas energy industries, manufacturing and industrial processes traditionally account for 
the majority of countries' emissions, in Ireland they account for only 28 % combined and have together 
reduced their emissions by 33 % since 2005. Ireland exceeded its allocations under EU effort-sharing 
legislation for 2020 and also for 2019 (by 15 %). Ireland intends to use effort sharing flexibilities to reach 
the 2030 target of a 30 % reduction relative to 2005. 
Ireland achieved a 12 % share of renewable energy sources (RES) in 2019. The country's 2030 target of a 
34 % share is focused mainly on wind, with some solar and biomass, with a renewable energy (RE) in 
electricity target of 70 % by 2030. Energy efficiency measures centre on building stock, smart metering 
and support measures for low carbon heating and energy retrofits for industry and households.  

Emissions and demographics 
In 2019, Ireland had 4.9 million inhabitants, 
representing 1.1 % of the total EU27 population. 

Excluding land use, land use change and forestry 
sectors (LULUCF), the per capita emissions figures 
for 2019 were the second highest in the Union. 
Although Ireland's per capita emissions level 
decreased at a steeper rate than the overall EU rate 
between 2005 and 2011, the rebound from the 
financial crisis meant that a slight increase was seen 
between 2011 and 2016. From 2016 per capita 
emissions in Ireland began to decrease again. 

Projections suggest that the Irish population will 
grow over the coming decades, whereas the overall 
EU population will begin to decrease from 2025.  

Data source: Eurostat demo_pjan and EEA (GHG trends, 
GHG estimates, UNFCCC reporting). 

Figure 1 – Total greenhouse gas emissions 
(tCO2e) per inhabitant in 2019 
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Ireland's progress so far 
Ireland was responsible for emitting 62 million tonnes CO2 equivalent (MtCO2e) in 2019, excluding 
the land use, land use change and forestry sectors (LULUCF). The country's emissions account for 
1.7 % of the EU total and have fallen by 14 % since 2005. This is below the EU-wide emissions 
reduction of 19 % in the same period. Ireland's LULUCF sectors currently represent an overall stable 
emissions source at around 3.5-5.5 MtCO2e annually, rather than a carbon sink function. In 2018, 
Ireland's emissions reduction was only 12 % from 2005 levels, taking LULUCF emissions into account. 

Over the coming decade Ireland intends to turn its LULUCF sectors around to provide a significant 
sink function. Primarily through afforestation measures and better forest and land management 
practices the aim is to reach GHG removals of 26.8 MtCO2e.  

Figure 2 – Total, LULUCF and net greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions (MtCO2e) 

 
Data source: EEA (GHG trends, GHG estimates, UNFCCC reporting). 

The Irish coalition government's programme 'Our shared future' contains an agreement to reduce 
overall emissions over the coming decade by 51 %, compared with the 2018 baseline.  

Ireland's NECP mentions the importance of a functioning EU-wide emissions trading system (ETS) 
that covers emissions from electricity generation and industry. On average the EU ETS covers 45 % 
of EU total emissions against only 26 % in Ireland, owing to the low share of energy-intensive 
industry, with only about 100 companies covered by the ETS. 

Carbon intensity 
Compared with other EU countries, Ireland has 
only a small share of energy-intensive 
industries, with emissions linked primarily to the 
agricultural sector. 

The Irish economy has the third lowest carbon 
intensity and Ireland has managed to decrease 
its carbon intensity by 52.4 % from 2005 levels, 
against an average of 32.9 % for the Union. 
Future decreases are likely to be challenging, 
owing to the difficulties and limited scope for 
reductions in the agricultural sector. 

The decarbonisation of Ireland's electricity 
system is seen as key to future decoupling of 
economic growth from carbon emissions.  

Data source: Eurostat Nama_10_gdp [CLV15MEUR] and 
EEA (GHG trends, GHG estimates, UNFCCC reporting). 

Figure 3 – Carbon intensity of the economy: 
GHG emissions (gCO2e) per GDP (euro in 
2015 prices) 
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Emissions across the economy 
Agriculture accounts for the biggest share of 
Ireland's emissions. On average, agriculture is 
responsible for 10 % of total emissions in the Union, 
against 31 % in Ireland. Agriculture, as the only 
sector, increased its emissions by 4.3 % in the 2005-
2019 period. The Irish government takes a holistic 
approach, looking at agriculture, forestry, and land 
use (AFOLU) as one combined sector, with a view to 
balancing out emissions and GHG removals.  

Energy industries account for only 15 % of emissions, 
against 24 % on average in the EU. Over the same 
period, energy industries have achieved the biggest 
reduction in emissions – 41 % – also decreasing their 
share in total emissions by almost 7 percentage points. Ireland has a target of 70 % electricity from 
renewable energy sources (RES) by 2030. As Ireland's only coal-burning power plant – Moneypoint – 
will end coal burning by 2025 and given the plans to install 12 gigawatt (GW) of renewables, 
primarily wind, further decreases are to be expected from the energy industries. 

Figure 4 – Total GHG emissions by sector (MtCO2e) (rounded data) 

 
Data source: EEA (GHG trends, GHG estimates, UNFCCC reporting). 

Emissions from the manufacturing industries and construction fell by 22 % over the 2005-2019 
period. Emissions linked to industrial processes and product use decreased by 16 %. 

Going against the European trend, the transport sector has managed to reduce its emissions by 
7.5 % since 2005, although reductions have stagnated in recent years. A small increase in the sector's 
share in total emissions has been observed on account of other sectors' larger reductions. For heavy-
duty transport, the NECP points to potential support for lower-emission gas-fuelled vehicles, 
powered by hydrogen for example. There are also plans to expand Dublin's suburban electric rail 
network with funding to develop low-emission hybrid power-packs for intercity train lines. 

Retrofitting the Irish building stock and decarbonising residential heating sources will be key for 
reducing the share of the 'other emissions' category; here the NECP proposes many measures. 

Waste management saw the second greatest emissions reduction – 34 % – but the sector's small 
share of total emissions means that the impact is limited.   

Ireland is investing in wind to power the 
economy from 2030 onwards.  
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Effort-sharing sectors 
EU effort-sharing legislation covers emissions from sectors not covered by the ETS, such as transport, 
buildings, agriculture and waste. Under the Effort-sharing Decision (ESD) for the 2013-2020 period, 
Ireland was required to decrease its non-ETS GHG emissions by 20 %, compared with 2005. Ireland's 
emissions from effort-sharing sectors have however increased since 2014, and the country has 
exceeded its annual allocations every year since 2016. The accumulated difference saved during the 
2013-2015 period was used up in 2019, and the 2019 allocation was exceeded by 15 %. For the 
Effort-sharing Regulation (ESR) period (2021-2030), Ireland must reduce its emissions by 30 % 
against 2005 levels. With the additional measures under the NECP the Commission estimates that 
Ireland is likely to achieve a 28.6 % GHG emissions reduction in effort sharing areas by 2030. 

According to the 2019 Irish National Climate Plan, non-ETS sectors account for 74 % of Ireland's 
emissions, the bulk from the agricultural sector (31 %). Ireland intends to use the flexibility offered 
to Member States with larger agricultural sectors to cover its ESR obligations by means of GHG 
removal credits from the LULUCF sector. For Ireland, the flexibility allows for a 26.8 MtCO2e credit 
transfer, the highest in the EU.  

Figure 5 – Ireland's emissions under the Effort-sharing Decision/Regulation (MtCO2e)  

 
Data source: Commission ESD allocation, EUR-Lex and EEA, figures display rounded data. 

For buildings, the NECP mentions upskilling efforts for deep renovations and near-zero emissions 
buildings and a target of 500 000 home renovations. Support schemes for renewable heating 
sources and heat pumps are mentioned. The plan is to increase district heating, and to ban the 
installation of new oil boilers and gas boilers in 
new buildings from 2022 and 2025 respectively. 

Ireland's land and urban planning policies will 
promote modal shifts in transport and 
encourage remote working to reduce transport 
emissions. Ireland also plans to reach 936 000 
electric vehicles by 2030, with charging 
infrastructure roll-out targets to stay ahead of 
demand. The sale of new fossil fuel powered 
cars is to be banned by 2030.  

The average emissions of new passenger cars 
have been below the EU-wide target of 
130g CO2/km since 2011, and below the EU 
average since 2009.  

In 2019, Ireland was 20 % above the new EU-
wide target of 95g CO2/km from 2021.  

Figure 6 – Average emissions: new 
passenger cars (g CO2/km) 

Data source: EEA and Eurostat sdg_12_30. 

http://www.europarl.europa.eu/thinktank/en/document.html?reference=EPRS_BRI(2016)589799
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/PDF/?uri=CELEX:32018R0842&qid=1616490864879&from=EN#page=16
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/ets/esdAllocations.do
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=uriserv:OJ.L_.2020.426.01.0058.01.ENG
https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/data/esd-2/esd-dataset-2020-for-the/
https://ec.europa.eu/energy/sites/ener/files/documents/ie_final_necp_main_en.pdf#page=20
https://what-europe-does-for-me.eu/en/portal/2/X03_15102
http://co2cars.apps.eea.europa.eu/?source=%7B%22query%22%3A%7B%22bool%22%3A%7B%22must%22%3A%5B%7B%22constant_score%22%3A%7B%22filter%22%3A%7B%22bool%22%3A%7B%22must%22%3A%5B%7B%22bool%22%3A%7B%22should%22%3A%5B%7B%22term%22%3A%7B%22year%22%3A2019%7D%7D%5D%7D%7D%2C%7B%22bool%22%3A%7B%22should%22%3A%5B%7B%22term%22%3A%7B%22scStatus%22%3A%22Provisional%22%7D%7D%5D%7D%7D%5D%7D%7D%7D%7D%5D%7D%7D%2C%22display_type%22%3A%22tabular%22%7D


Climate action in Ireland 

5 

Energy transition 
Renewable energy 
Wind, mostly onshore, accounted for over half of the renewable energy (RE) mix in 2019, with an 
onshore capacity expected to potentially double by 2030. Ireland also has plans to construct large-
scale offshore wind farms which will generate 3.5 GW power by 2030. Support schemes for 
photovoltaics (target of 1.5 GW installed capacity by 2030) and community level RE installations are 
also among the measures envisaged to reach the country's 2030 target of 70 % electricity from RE. 

Figure 7 – Renewable energy share of total energy consumption 

 
Data source: Eurostat (shares tool), NECP 2030 targets and EEA. 

For heating, the role of heat pumps is significant with a tripling of the RES generation capacity in the 
industry and services sectors and an almost eight-fold increase by 2030 in the residential sector. 

The NECP identifies measures to ensure a sustainable and sufficient supply of indigenous biomass 
for energy production, including biomethane injection, with a target of 1.6 TWh by 2030. 

Energy efficiency  
The European Commission has evaluated 
Ireland's 2030 ambition as low as concerns both 
primary and final energy consumption. 

Ireland aims to increase energy efficiency in 
public sector by 50 % towards 2030 and to ensure 
that all public and a third of commercial buildings 
have a minimum 'B' energy rating. Smart-ready 
electricity meters should be installed in all houses 
by 2024, and extensive retrofits are envisaged.  

The Commission points to a lack of attention to 
potential efficiency gains in utilities sectors, but 
otherwise expects the targets to be met. 

Data source: Eurostat nrg_bal_s, NECP 2020 + 2030 
targets and EEA. 

Figure 8 – Energy efficiency: primary and 
final energy consumption (Mtoe) 
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Outlook: Plans and policies 
Ireland held its national elections in February 2020 and the programme for government, agreed by 
the three-party coalition government in June 2020, includes bold climate ambitions. As a result, the 
final NECP, drafted before the higher climate ambitions of the new government were agreed, had a 
preface added to signal an upcoming revision of the NECP submitted.  

Most significant in the update of the Irish NECP is the new 2030 emissions reduction target. The 
government committed to reduce overall GHG emissions annually by 7 % on average towards 2030, 
representing the equivalent of a 45 % reduction between 1990 and 2030, or 51 % from the end of 
2018 baseline. 

The Irish government published its proposal for the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development 
(Amendment) Bill 2020 on 7 October 2020. It adopted the final text of the legislation on 
23 March 2021, and the bill will now go as priority legislation to the Houses of the Oireachtas. 

The proposal puts the 2050 climate neutrality target into law and introduces five year carbon 
budgets for the entire economy, including sectoral portfolios from 2021. The proposal further 
requires annual revision of the Irish climate action plan, and requires all local authorities to develop 
plans for their mitigation and adaptation measures. 

Ireland's 2020 carbon tax rate of €26 per tonne was expected to raise €90 million for the 2020 
budget. The NECP states Ireland's intention to raise the carbon tax to €80 per tonne by 2030, which 
should raise over €6 billion during the decade, a sum that is ring-fenced for climate action. 
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