
By Daniel Murray

M
ark Ruffalo is 
one of the last 
people you

would expect to 
hear weighing in 
on Irish energy 

policy Yet, early last week, the 
Hollywood actor, whose green 
credentials extend further than 
playing the Hulk, joined a Zoom 
call with close to 300 Irish Green 
Party members, imploring 
them to vote in favour of the
programme for government, 
to page 2
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Actor and green energy champion Mark Ruffalo appealed to 
he Green Party to go into government to stop Ireland becoming 
the suckers al the end of the line’ for the US fracking industry. 

But is developing renewable energy enough, or do we need I he 
strategic security of a gas supply, wherever it comes from?
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Mark Ruffalo speaks at a press conference in California: the actor last week joined a Zoom call with 
Irish Green Party members, asking them to vote in favour of the programme for government in order 
to deliver on the commitment to ban the importation of fracked gas Vera Anderson/
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Ireland, I’m telling you, 
they are using you. They are 
going to junk your country
up. They are using you to 
bring this product into your 
country and disseminate it to 
the rest of Europe

from page 1
He appealed for a yes vote because he 

wants Eamon Ryan’s party to deliver on 
its commitment to ban the importation of 
fracked gas from the US through liquefied 
natural gas (LNG) terminals, proposed to 
be developed in Ireland.

Over the last decade, Ruffalo has 
campaigned with local communities in 
Pennsylvania which claim to have suf
fered negative consequences from hy
draulic fracturing, a process which injects 
high-pressure water and chemicals into 
the ground to release trapped oil and gas 
from shale rocks.

“The way the fracking industry treats the 
communities that this process happens in 
is obscene, ” Ruffalo told Green Party mem
bers, citing allegations of poisoned water, 
toxic air and increased greenhouse gas 
emissions as some of the impacts from the 
recent boom in fracking in the US, which 
has left the country with more energy re
serves than it can consume.

“Ireland, I’m telling you, they are using 
you. They are going to junk your country 
up. They are using you to bring this product 
into your country and disseminate it to 
the rest of Europe. You are going to be the 
suckers on the end of the line. I have seen it 
time and time again. This is not hyperbole. 
It is the way this industry works, ” he said.

It is difficult to know whether Ruffalo’s 
intervention is likely to have influenced 
those Green Party members who backed 
the programme for government, but his 
concern with the inner workings of a small, 
far flung island demonstrates the global 
nature of the fossil fuel business and its 
impacts.

In Ireland, there is a dilemma at the heart 
of the country’s shifting energy policy. We 
are told our demand for fossil fuels must 
fall if we are to reduce our greenhouse gas 
emissions, but in fact that demand is still 
rising. At the same time, we are now on 
the cusp of cutting off additional sources 
of supply. There is already a ban on future 
oil exploration, which is soon to be joined 
by a ban on future gas exploration and the 
importation of fracked gas.

As a result, when our last remaining gas 
field at Corrib dries up in the next 15 years, 
it is likely that we will be reliant on a dou
ble pipeline connecting our gas grid with 
Britain, even if we increase our production 
of renewable electricity

The environmental community consid
ers this to be a major moral victory, giving 
Ireland greater authority to drive climate 
action on the international stage, while also 
compelling the state to urgently address our 
reliance on fossil fuels not only as a matter 
of climate policy, but also as a matter of 
energy security.

Perhaps predictably, the oil and gas 
industry is furious. Representatives have 
described the policies as populist, claiming 
they will not lead to any actual reduction 
in emissions and will have serious impli
cations for energy security.

The question is whether these policies 
can or will be fully implemented by the 
new government. Will the policies work if 
they are implemented and what will they 
achieve if they do?

Heavy hitters gear up
The environmental movement may have 
the Hulk on its side, but the Irish oil indus
try has its own heavy hitters too.

The appointment of Mandy Johnston 
as chief executive of the Irish Offshore 
Operators’ Association allowed the indus
try access to her extensive expertise in 
government affairs. A former government 
press secretary and special adviser at the 
Department of the Taoiseach, Johnston 
has spent plenty of time making the case 
for the continuation of Ireland’s offshore 
industry.

She didn’t mince her words when ex
plaining her view of the proposed ban on 
offshore gas exploration.

“If those at the negotiating table had 
taken out a smartphone to google ‘Ireland 
and energy’ they would have been guided 
to the EirGrid Dashboard which shows 
that, in recent weeks, offshore gas was 
generating up to 80 per cent of Ireland’s 
daily electricity needs, ” Johnston said. “In 
fact, it has been our main source of power 
throughout the Covid-19 crisis.

“Not only will increased transportation 
emissions from imports damage the cli
mate, it also leaves us open to fines for 
failing to meet EU commitments. Becom
ing reliant on a non-EU country for our 
supplies is a violation of EU regulations, 
with the risk of financial penalties from 
the European Commission.

“Political expediency rather than sci
ence, evidence or facts has given us pro
posed energy policies which will leave us 
completely reliant on gas imports. Plans 
to ban future licences for offshore gas ex
ploration have put a serious question mark 
over whether the energy independence 
we enjoyed thanks to the success of the 
Kinsale Head and> Corrib Gas fields will 
ever be repeated.”

Ireland’s indigenous offshore oil and 
gas industry began in the 1960s and, over 
the course of 60 years, it has had limited 
success.

Of the 160 exploration wells drilled over 
that period, only a few discoveries have 
ever been brought into production, all of 
which were gas fields. As a result, Ireland 
has always imported 100 per cent of its
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petroleum oil needs, and therefore the 
proposed new polices will have no real 
effect on our oil supplies, though they will 
reduce the potential of any future oil fields 
being discovered.

The Kinsale gas field off the coast of Cork 
began production in 1978 and, over subse - 
quent years, other satellite discoveries were 
connected into the Kinsale infrastructure. 
All fields feeding Kinsale are now almost 
completely depleted, and the operators 
have started the process of decommis
sioning the facilities.

In 1996, the Corrib gas field was discov
ered off the coast of Mayo, and after a long 
and troubled journey, it began production 
in 2015. That field now supplies about 40 
per cent of the country’s gas demand, but 
is expected to steadily decline over the 
next 15 years, ceasing production in the 
mid-2030s.

Ireland’s first sub-sea gas interconnector 
with Britain was built in 1993, running 
from Moffat in south-west Scotland to 
north Dublin. The pipeline allowed Ire
land’s growing gas demand to be supplied 
by imports from Britain for the first time.

The access to additional supply led to 
even further grid expansion, and over the 
period from 1993 to 2008, Irish gas use 
entered its steepest climb, with demand 
more than doubling. In 2002, a second 
pipeline was built from Moffat to Meath, 
and today those two pipelines connecting 
the country to Britain supply about 58 per 
cent of Ireland’s gas needs.

The new policy to ban offshore explo
ration, if combined with an effective ban 
on LNG imports, will consign Ireland to 
relying 100 per cent on these pipelines to 
Britain by the mid-2030s for our gas. This 
will have an impact on the country’s en
ergy security, according to Darcy Kerwin, 
managing director of Vermilion Energy’s 
Irish business, which operates the Corrib 
gas field.

“We don’t produce enough gas in Ireland 
to meet current domestic needs, so we 
do need to import gas from the UK. This 
policy will condemn Ireland for the near- 
to long-term to continuing to import gas 
rather than using domestically produced 
gas,” he said.

“This won’t have any direct impact on 
the existing gas coming from Corrib, but 
there always was that potential that an
other gas find, at least from that region, 
could make use of that infrastructure and 
extend the jobs that are there for decades 
to come, beyond the 2035 lifetime of the 
Corrib field,” he said.

Kerwin’s views are shared across the 
rest of the industry, which has engaged in 
extensive but unsuccessful lobbying over 
the last few years to ensure Ireland’s off 
shore exploration industry could continue.

The first blow came in September of last 
year, when a ban on future oil exploration 
was introduced by Taoiseach Leo Varadkar 
while attending a United Nations summit 
in New York. Varadkar said he would allow 
gas exploration to continue, but the effect 
of the oil ban on investor confidence has 
since led to the surrendering of 16 Irish 
exploration licences and the exit of major 
international companies such as Exxon 
Mobil and Equinor.
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Mandy Johnston, 
chief executive of 
the Irish Offshore 
Operators’
Association

Tomohiro Ohsumi/Bloomberg
The Sakura liquefied natural gas tanker sails past a container terminal as it arrives at Tokyo Gas Co’s Negishi LNG 
terminal in Yokohama, Japan
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network was highly resilient and well 
equipped to deal with demand or any 
interruption events.

Nevertheless, the report did suggest 
that the diversifying of Irish gas supply 
would be prudent to bring “greater flex
ibility and resilience into the system”. It 
proposed building more gas storage fa
cilities, a gas interconnector with Europe 
and producing biomethane to help do 
this. However, it also suggested building 
LNG import terminals.

Globalised gas market 
Liquefied natural gas (LNG) has upended 
international energy markets. Where, 
previously, gas needed pipelines to be 
transported, the development of LNG has 
turned it into a liquid product, which can 
be shipped in the same way as petroleum 
products.

The result is that the gas market has 
been globalised and Ireland is on the 
list of countries being targeted by its 
overflowing producers. Proposals for 
two LNG import terminals, one by Next 
Decade at the Port of Cork and another 
by New Fortress Energy in Kerry, would 
bring fracked gas from North American 
producers onto the Irish energy market 
for the first time.

A third proposal by Predator Oil and 
Gas involves building a floating regasifi
cation terminal at the decommissioning 
Kinsale gas infrastructure. Predator has 
suggested that it would not “rely” on US 
fracked gas for its operation.

The predominant interest in Ireland, 
though, has been from American com-

Political expediency 
rather than science, 
evidence or facts has 
given us proposed

to Howarth, causing local air pollution 
when methane and other chemicals are 
emitted. Some of those chemicals are 
toxic and carcinogenic. Then there is the 
water pollution, where toxic hydrocar
bons and even radioactive material are 
extracted from the shale by the large 
volumes of water and detergent pumped 
underground.

“A third of that fluid is returned to the 
surface and it contaminates groundwa
ters, wells and drinking water supplies. 
You don’t want to be living near these 
operations for sure,” Howarth said.

Due to the increasingly damning evi
dence about the impacts of fracking, the 
Green Party went into the recent govern
ment negotiations with the intention of 
banning future LNG terminals that would 
import fracked gas.

The Greens succeeded in establish
ing that they would “not support the 
importation of fracked gas” and would 
“develop a policy statement to establish 
that approach”.

On top of that, the Greens managed 
to secure agreement that the Shannon 
LNG project in Kerry would be dropped 
from the European Projects of Common 
Interest (PCI) list at the next available 
opportunity (2022), thus removing its 
access to special planning terms and 
substantial European funding.

However, shortly after the programme 
for government was published, Varadkar 
made comments at a Fine Gael meeting 
that LNG terminals would still be able 
to be built at the discretion of private 
operators, but that government would 
not actively support them.

This development spooked many 
Green Party members, not least of whom 
was Catherine Martin, the party’s chief 
negotiator

“I have to call out the elephant in the 
room tonight, which is that the Taoiseach 
Leo Varadkar made comments over the 
weekend that have been really unhelpful 
to this entire process,” she told Green 
Party members during the Zoom call 
with Ruffalo.

“Unfortunately, comments and media 
appearances by various elected members 
of these parties in recent days, cast doubt 
over the strength of the agreed word
ing, which just goes to show there is a 
resistance there all along the way, even 
though we have it in the programme for 
government. To be honest, their com
ments made me feel uneasy too.”

When pressed by members as to why 
she hadn’t included a commitment to 
implement legislation banning the im
portation of fracked gas, Martin was more 
unsure of herself.

“That was the advice I got from several 
experts, that the policy would be enough 
and that the minister then would be able 
to stop any developments,” she said.

“The comments over the weekend 

panies, and the reason for that is very 
simple.

The US shale (fracked gas) boom has 
been an extraordinary event which has 
reversed American energy policy. Over 
the last ten years, annual US gas pro
duction has grown by a larger volume 
than the total annual gas production in 
Europe, Britain and Norway, driven al
most exclusively by fracking.

As a result of this change in American 
energy economics, stakeholders have 
been working to ensure export markets 
are accessible for overflowing American 
producers, and Ireland has become one 
of their targets. A situation with which, 
up until recently, the Irish government 
was very happy.

However, the evidence around the in
creased climate impacts of fracked shale 
has become much clearer, according to 
Robert Howarth, professor of ecology at 
Cornell University inNew York, undone 
of the leading experts on the US shale 
industry.

“The data suggests that at least over 
3 per cent, maybe up to 6 per cent, of 
the shale gas that is produced is emitted 
directly to the atmosphere as methane 
at the production sites when the gas is 
processed and stored and transported to 
market,” he said.

“At that sort of level, it means that 
shale gas in the United States is proba
bly responsible for at least a third of the 
global spike in methane emissions that 
we have seen in the last decade.

There remain 28 exploration licenc
es active in Irish waters, and it is fair to 
presume that any gas ban would afford 
these licences the same courtesy the oil. 
ban did, allowing them to continue, with 
the potential to discover oil and gas in 
their allocated areas.

It is a sometimes inconvenient fact 
that a ban on gas exploration will have 
no direct impact on reducing Ireland’s 
emissions profile, and it is also true that 
gas will be used for many years to come 
as a baseload electricity generation fuel, 
supporting intermittent renewables.

The question is whether gas demand 
needs to expand. This is where the pro
posed ban has the potential to indirect
ly drive government policy towards a 
system with less gas use as a matter of 
energy security as well as climate policy

Gas Networks Ireland’s ten-year net
work development plan was published 
in 2018 and showed that in a median 
demand scenario, the grid operator 
was preparing to service an expected 
gas demand increase of 24 per cent by 
2027, which could rise to 37 per cent in 
a high-demand scenario. Most of this 
increase is expected to come from elec
tricity generation and industrial use.

Currently, all demand is met with fossil 
gas, though Gas Networks Ireland has 
longer-term plans to decarbonise the grid 
using biomethane, hydrogen and carbon 
capture storage technologies.

According to John Sweeney, a clima
tologist at NUI Maynooth, Ireland can 
avoid this gas expansion and address its 
energy security with other technologies 
and policies.

“I think there are other alternatives 
to going down the route of gas to enable 
energy storage. In particular, I think the 
wealth of wind energy that we have in 
Ireland could be used and we could have 
a surplus of energy that could in turn be 
used to generate synthetic fuels such as 
green hydrogen.

“Also, when the wind isn’t blowing, 
we could have a lot of solar energy. The 
intermittency problem is one that has 
been hyped a little too much. We have 
security of supply coming from Britain 
and it is very unlikely that British au
thorities would shut off the supply of 
gas, especially to the North,” he said.

Sadhbh O’Neill, a policy adviser with 
Stop Climate Chaos, an NGO, said that 
Ireland’s energy security had been re
peatedly confirmed by different reports 
in recent years.

“Reducing our greenhouse gas emis
sions by 51 per cent by 2030, as prom
ised in the programme for government, 
cannot be consistent with increasing gas 
demand. Getting gas out of our heating 
systems and reducing our dependence 
on gas in the power generation sector 
must deliver those reductions in total 
gas demand. You need to address it at the 
supply and demand side. That is the way 
all energy and climate policy is going to 
have to go,” she said.

A long-term resilience study carried 
out by Gas Networks Ireland in 2018 
said that even in an unlikely hlgh-de- 
mandscenariooutto2030, Ireland’sgas 

iA• "4Ml show how much we need to keep fight
ing for this if we are to go in. Maybe we 
need to look at legislation, but that is 
to be examined. The key thing was the 
policy ask.”

The truth is that legislation banning the 
importation of fracked gas from non EU 
countries mayprove very difficult, due to 
Ireland’s existence within the European 
Union single market.

Not only that, but the implicit recog
nition by Varadkar that LNG terminals 
could still be built means that some kind 
of a screening programme would have to 
be implemented to ensure imported gas 
was not coming from fracked sources. 
Considering these gas sources would 
all be coming from outside our juris
diction, transparently implementing a 
certificates of origin scheme seems an 
insurmountable feat.

On top of these difficulties, there is the 
small matter that Ireland is in fact already 
importing American fracked gas through 
its pipelines with Britain, according to 
Niall Trimble, managing director of the 
UK-based Energy Contract Company

“There is still quite a lot of domestically 
produced British gas, probably about 
30-40 per cent of the total. Norwegian 
gas is second, which is around20-30 per 
cent. Then there is LNG, which is 20-25 
per cent. Then there are small amounts 
of pipeline gas, in theory from Belgium 
and the Netherlands, which is where 
the pipelines originate from, but many 
of those gas molecules are likely to be 
Russian,” he said.

“Of the LNG, a lot of it is coming from 
the United States, a lot from Qatar, some 
from Russia and small amounts from 
Nigeria, Algeria and Trinidad. Certainly 
from the United States, a lot of that gas 
would be fracked,” he said.

Regardless of whether fracked gas 
could be successfully banned, John 
Mullins, chairman of the Port of Cork 
and former chief executive of Bord Gais, 
said that without LNG, Ireland would be 
in trouble.

“We do have two pipelines with Brit
ain, and they are twinned. Whathappens 
if there is aterrorist attack on the gas sys
tem in Britain? We have no other source 
of gas. We need gas. People are actually 
getting mixed up when they say LNG is 
fracked gas. The majority of LNG in the 
world comes from wells in Qatar, Oman 
and Russia, which is not fracked.

“We will have no indigenous gas in 
20 years. All our gas will most probably 
come from Russia via pipeline. LNG is 
the obvious solution, because there is 
now going to be a ban on gas and oil 
exploration, therefore if we don’t have 
LNG, we will be completely dependent 
on a distant source through multiple 
pipelines.”

The Port of Cork has already signed a 
memorandum of understanding (MOU) 
with US LNG company Next Decade to 
build a floating LNG terminal in Cork 
harbour, but Mullins said this hadn’t in
fluenced his views.

According to Tara Connolly, energy 
campaigner with Friends of the Earth 
Europe, building new gas infrastructure 
for energy security couldn’t be squared 
with ambitions to reduce emissions.

“Energy security has been used for a 
long time to justify the continued use of 
fossil fuels. In the NGO world we have 
always said that the best energy security 
strategy is more renewables and better 
energy efficiency.

“The grid operators - Gas Networks 
Ireland - have a great track record of 
overestimating Ireland’s gas needs. Gas 
demand is consistently lower than what 
they project. I am convinced that an in
dependent security review would also 
prove that LNG terminals would not be 
necessary,” she said.

Whether these policies are success
ful or not, Ruffalo’s plea to Green Party 
members and the new Irish government 
will remain the same.

“What I am asking you to do today is 
to look into your hearts and to ask your
selves: in the face of everything we are 
facing, in the faceofthe injustice thatwe 
are fighting for, in the face of all these new 
technologies that promise better lives for 
people, why would you move forwardby 
creating more natural gas use?”

An operations 
technician at the 
Bellanaboy Bridge gas 
terminal in Co Mayo: 
the Corrib gas field 
supplies about 40 per 
cent of the country’s 
gas demand, but is 
expected to steadily 
decline over the next 
15 years
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