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Welcome 

Context 

This report is a contribution, a ‘think piece’ to inform the development 
of the new Energy Strategy for Northern Ireland 

Climate and ecological emergency 

Thanks to the Energy Division for the opportunity 

The report…like all such pieces of work is already out of date such is 
the pace of change around the energy transition, decarbonisation 
and (some) climate action 



Prepared as a ‘think piece’ for DE’s 
Energy Strategy – largely written in 2020 
and early 2021

https://www.qub.ac.uk/research-centres/media/Media,1174634,smxx.pdf



Overview of the report

Some highlights of the report and additional 
commentary 

1. Defining a Just Transition in Northern Ireland

2. Fossil Fuel Energy and Economy-wide Just Transition

3. Framing a Just Transition for Energy Consumption



Defining a Just Transition 
The transition to a climate resilient and low 
carbon economy is (perhaps) inevitable, 
but whether this is just and fair is not.

Transitions versus transformations  - a 
greening of ‘business as usual’ or 
fundamental restructuring of the economy 
and the objectives of a new economy

“energy and economic policy should be 
more integrated in an explicit sense from a 
public policy point of view, since they are 
already inextricably linked from a metabolic 
and thermodynamic one”. (p.54)



Defining a Just Transition in Northern 
Ireland - I

u Just transition experiences - sectoral transitions in structurally important fossil fuel 
extraction and production industries.

u Coal-mining regions in Germany, Australia & Spain, peat extraction in the Irish 
midlands, oil and gas industries in Scotland - limited practical policy application for NI

u Just energy transition for Northern Ireland much less about energy production and 
more about energy consumption. 

u This necessarily involves an economy-wide and rapid transition towards a net zero 
carbon society.



Defining a Just Transition in Northern 
Ireland - II

u Core elements in almost all successful just 
transition experience (planning & 
governance):

u (a) long-term planning for sectoral and 
economy-wide transition, 

u (b) state-led and coordinated sectoral and civic 
engagement, and 

u (c) meaningful, continuous, and bottom-up 
social dialogue. 

u Social dialogue and long-term planning for 
workers, communities and regions concerned 
ensure that just transition policies are relevant, 
effective, supported & trusted.



(Ní Lochlainn, 2021, p. 27).



Fossil Fuel Energy and Economy-
wide Just Transitions - I
u Current Executive policy in decarbonisation in NI will see natural gas displace oil, and 

eventually bio-methane and hydrogen displacing gas.

u NI gas network undeveloped may be an advantage to potential domestic hydrogen 
sector.

u Skills development (Mid and East Antrim), alongside industry leadership in areas such 
as hydrogen buses (Wright Bus) and significant research (Belfast Met, QUB and UU), 
all points to NI potential for the scaling up of the hydrogen economy.

u Net-zero Climate Change Act and GHG emission reduction targets needed - clear 
signals to energy market operators, businesses, and citizens. 



Fossil Fuel Energy and Economy-
wide Just Transitions - II

u Significant and important data gaps prevent a granular analysis of the carbon 
intensity of sectoral employment across the Northern Ireland economy – ONS, 
BEIS, etc. 

u Approximately 28% of workers in Northern Ireland (excluding the self-employed) 
are employed in industries which are, as currently organised, actively damaging 
to the climate and responsible for a disproportionate share of emissions. 

u A further 19.6% work in carbon-intensive employment which can be ‘greened’ 
and immediately play an important role in decarbonisation through effective 
policy intervention and reskilling.



UK wide picture 
u Place based Climate Action Network (PCAN) research 

points to 1-in-5 workers, 6.3 million jobs in total, will be 
affected by net-zero transition: ~3m workers requiring 
upskilling (lower demand) & ~3 million in high demand

u ~80% of existing jobs will not be significantly affected by 
the transition. 

u However, few businesses are likely to be unaffected by 
it - manufacturing, agriculture, real estate, and scientific 
& technical services will all need to upskill workers in hire 
new employees.



Employment vulnerabilities



UK wide  - Jobs requiring upskilling, jobs in demand, and jobs not significantly affected by the 
transition, by sector  



Employment 
opportunities



Employment 
profile - NI



Employment 
opportunities



Employment vulnerabilities

uKilroot and gas power industry (financing problems)

uAdjacent fossil fuel industry – gas supply, home 
heating oil supply & distribution etc.

uAgriculture

uEnergy intensive manufacturing



Impact on the construction sector

u 60% of construction workers (at UK level) will see their 
jobs impacted - 30% offering skills for which there will be 
an increase in demand, and a further 30% seeing their 
skills fall into decline. 

u As of March 2020, there were 35,100 people employed 
in construction in Northern Ireland - crude application of 
above approach means 21,060 construction workers 
affected, probably more.



Skills and retraining

u Policy blend of retraining opportunities & early retirement compensation at firm & 
sectoral level

u Coordinated labour market activation policies

u Provision of bespoke Further Education & technical courses

u Revision of existing FE and HE offerings – agriculture, construction, manufacturing, 
etc.

u Industrial policy to match greening sectors to new skills



Framing a Just Transition for Energy 
Consumption - I
u A just energy transition should have a clear focus of the impact of the low 

carbon energy transition on households and consumers, especially the most 
vulnerable sections of the population, such as those experiencing fuel poverty.

u There are lessons for the low carbon transition in the transition from oil-to-natural 
gas in terms of government support and policy signals, energy providers 
engaging with households and householder education and awareness.  

u For some pathways to decarbonisation, the oil-to-gas experience from the 
household point of view would be useful in terms of communication, marketing, 
and engagement of the population. 



Framing a Just Transition for Energy 
Consumption - II
u Energy conservation and efficiency measures are crucial to a just transition of 

energy consumption, partly for cost-effectiveness reasons, and must underwrite 
energy decarbonisation efforts to ensure these measures are successful, as 
recently recommended by the International Energy Agency (IEA, 2020).

u A just transition for the consumption and accessibility of transport in Northern 
Ireland must address rural isolation and regional imbalance, and embrace 
healthier, more efficient, and more equitable transport systems.

u Fuel poverty and heat energy efficiency are central to the challenge of achieving 
a just transition for the consumption of energy in Northern Ireland. 

u Home retrofitting at scale is the most effective way to address fuel poverty, while at 
the same time stimulating green economic activity and job creation essential for a 
just recovery from COVID-19 disruption.



Fuel poverty and the just energy transition 

u Perhaps the most important just transition issue as it 
pertains to social justice, energy consumption, and the 
efficiency and conservation of this consumption, is fuel 
poverty in Northern Ireland. 

u Rates of fuel poverty are persistently high in Northern 
Ireland, fluctuating between 20% and 40% depending 
on a range of factors, namely a ‘low income, [an] 
energy inefficient house, and high energy prices’ (NIHE, 
2019). 



Belfast Climate Commission ‘Net Zero Carbon Roadmap 
for Belfast’ and job creation potential in housing retrofit





The Just Transition in agriculture and 
land use 

u Largest GHG emitter and broader ecological impacts

u Dominance of intensive agriculture in land use sees NI land use as net GHG emitter –
very significant problem

u Lack of trust and political opposition – Climate Change Bill as example.

u Increasingly intensive, export-based and declining/aging employment

u More sustainable, jobs-rich future required in a net zero carbon economy

u Science, politics and a just transition in agriculture in NI– some comments 



‘Listen to the science’?: politics, 
politicking and the tale of the 2 bills 

2 Climate Change Bills – CC Bill 1 – net zero by 2045 CC Bill 2 - 82% cut by 2050

Science? – from the Climate Change Committee – being used to support CC Bill 2 on basis of a ‘fair contribution’ to wider 
UK net zero by 2050 target on basis of NI’s disproportionate contribution to overall UK food production 

This is a political judgement and on assumption that faster changes cannot happen (‘assessment’ is the term used by CCC)
Its an interpretation of the science, but NOT a scientific proof that only a less ambitious decarbonisation pathway is possible 
for land use and the agri-food system (which includes but is not co-extensive with farmers) 

Losing weight ex

Its politics informed by science – as usual (think of the debate/interaction between epidemiological science around the 
pandemic and political decisions about lockdowns and opening up)

If policy was based solely on expertise, the seat of governance and political power would be here, at the University, not 
Stormont

Scientific and social scientific expertise should be a) on ‘tap not on top’ and b) inform but not determine what are always 
political judgements and decisions 



Example II of politics and political judgement (based on but not determined by science)

Just as NI produces a disproportionate amount of food (and associated GHG emissions), likewise 
with Yorkshire and the Humber in terms of carbon energy intensive industrial manufacturing 

But the CCC did not say that this region’s industrial sector should have less stringent emissions 
reductions target as part of its ‘fair contribution’ to achieving the overall UK Net Zero by 2050 
target 

So … this likewise was a political judgement ….not a scientific one 

And has, in part, had the effect of kick starting this region as a new green industrial hub 

Regulation and clear, but demanding, targets leading to innovation and transformation 

So… we need a separate research paper on a Just Transition in Agriculture ….  And contestation is 
a necessary, inevitable (and healthy) element of a democratic and just transition process 



Beyond carbon and single focus on 
‘growth’? 

u There is a major policy discussion to be had on evidence-
based incompatibility between orthodox growth-led 
economic strategies and rapid decarbonisation of the 
economy.

u The broad acceptance of a green post-Covid recovery 
represents an ideal opportunity for a more critical policy 
discussion around problematising a singular focus on 
GDP growth. Alternatives include integrating a Wellbeing 
framework , the OECD’s ‘Better Living Index’ , or learning 
from New Zealand’s Living Standards Index , into 
economic policy





Beyond growth as the only or main 
policy objective 

Just transition principles suggest an opportunity for a shift by the Executive, as 
signalled in the Programme for Government, towards economic strategies based 
on a dashboard of outcomes (as per OECD research) including mental and 
physical wellbeing, social protection, full employment, and ecological 
sustainability, and not solely a focus on GDP economic growth.  

Rebalance economic priorities away from growth-led and intense resource 
consumption, towards jobs-rich sustainable development (outlined in NDNA).

There is a clear relationship between rising greenhouse gas emissions, orthodox 
economic growth measured in GDP growth, and the growing demand for energy 
as an input for this growth (OECD, 2011).



Limits to growth and 
decoupling 
In January 2020, over 11,500 scientists from 153 
countries across the world co-signed a ‘Warning of 
a Climate Emergency’ in which they explicitly 
called for a “shift from GDP growth and the pursuit 
of affluence toward sustaining ecosystems and 
improving human well-being by prioritizing basic 
needs and reducing inequality” (Barnard et al, 
2020) .  

Equally important is the landmark European 
Environment Bureau report in 2019 which 
demonstrated the impossibility of ‘decoupling’ a 
growing economy (as measured by orthodox GDP) 
from increased GHG emissions, resource use and 
other negative ecological impacts (European 
Environment Bureau, 2019) .



But still the uncritical policy (and popular) 
focus and acceptance of ‘growth’ 

We need to ask ourselves the following 

‘Growth’ of what?  
How is this growth distributed?
What is it’s energy and ecological impacts?
Are there non- or agrowth pathways to achieve desired outcomes such as climate resilience, 
ecological regeneration, decarbonisation, jobs, health, animal welfare?
What are the critical thresholds beyond which ‘economic growth’ becomes ‘uneconomic 
growth’?  Resulting in more problems and costs than benefits?

A letting go of this ‘growth imperative’ or ideology of growth opens up new public policy and 
economic opportunities …. and is consistent with some sectors of the economy growing and 
some declining in a managed and fair manner – this is also what the ‘just transition’ is about’ 

And just as there is no waste in nature (the basic principle of the circular economy), nothing in 
nature grows forever

Ae need another paper on this …. 



Conclusion 
u NI Heatwave and flooding 

u IPCC Report - ‘Code red for humanity’

u COP26 and the planetary crisis

u The tale of the 2 climate change bills  



A climate and ecological emergency?  

Rhetoric of ‘emergency’ in relation to the climate crisis in contrast to the rapid, at 
scale and unprecedented changes in state action, societies, behaviour and the 
economy in respond to the Covid 19 pandemic – another paper! 

‘Wartime mobilisation’ - of all society’s resources, including intellectual, scientific 
and technological

We need more of this type of engagement and partnership between universities 
and research institute and policy making, public engagement and working with 
businesses, trades unions, communities etc.

Seeing academics as fellow members of the public sector /public servants located 
in a different part of the public sector than politicians, policy makers etc. 



Nature based solutions and 
climate adaptation

Nature-based Solutions (NbS) and climate adaptation – skills specific to NbS –
under-researched but as climate adaption moves higher up the just transition 
agenda, this will be needed

Nature-based solutions, including peatland restoration, flood risk management, 
blue carbon, coastal ecosystems, woodland restoration, Low carbon and 
regenerative land  use including agriculture, forestry and wildlife management, 
Sustainable marine management and fisheries, Green finance, Urban green 
infrastructure, including planning, ecological engineering, active travel networks, 
Sectors highly dependent on natural capital (especially tourism and food & drink) 

Nature-based jobs are just emerging in some activities such as urban green and 
blue infrastructure and green finance, but these are expected to develop quickly 
as demand for these roles grow. 



Nature based Solutions in NI

Rewilding, rewetting /restoring peatlands, native tree planting rather 
than hard engineering carbon capture and sequestration (CCS) 
solutions for NI (Climate Change Committee, 2020)

Investment and job creation in restoring green and blue natural capital 

In line with latest IPCC thinking 

https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/sites/3/2019/11/SROCC-
SPM_FOD_FINAL.pdf 



NbS and Climate Adaptation Jobs and 
Skills

Volunteering as route into employment - Accrediting skills gained through volunteering 
would benefit both individuals and businesses seeking qualified staff with practical 
experience. 

Green FinTech as a possible niche sector for NI?   Agro-ecological and regenerative 
farming?  

Current and future development of nature based activities will require a blend of 
technology and multidisciplinary skills, some of which are not typically associated with 
the nature sector. 

Climate and carbon/energy literacy and an understanding of natural capital must 
become core skills across all disciplines. 



Achieving Zero



RenewableNI is the trade 
association and voice for the 
renewable electricity industry 
in Northern Ireland.

Engaged in wind, solar, tidal 
and battery storage, our 
members make up a large 
majority of the renewable 
industry supply chain.

Achieving Zero



Our Members

Achieving Zero



Achieving Zero 

From 40 by 20 . . . 

. . . to 0 by 35

Achieving Zero



Key Objectives

Achieving Zero

RenewableNI has 5 key objectives for the NI 
Energy Strategy:
• Zero-carbon power by 2035

• 80% renewable electricity by 2030

• Extension of Contracts for Difference (CfD) to NI

• Developer led grid investment

• NI inclusion in future Crown Estate leasing

You can read our full consultation response at: 
www.RenewableNI.com/policy

Achieving Zero



Zero-Carbon Power by 2035

Achieving Zero

The International Energy Agency Net Zero 
by 2050 roadmap sets 2035 as the point 
by which all advanced economies must 
achieve a fully decarbonised power 
system.

This target is echoed in the Committee on 
Climate Change (CCC) Sixth Carbon 
Budget and should be included in the 
Energy Strategy for NI.



80 by 30

Achieving Zero

Almost 50% of NI’s electricity was generated by renewables 
in 2020

RenewableNI is calling for a target of 80% by 2030

Baringa’s Achieving Zero study shows that doing so would 
result in an additional £50m net saving for consumers, 
compared with a 70% scenario.

We have also called for accompanying capacity targets of:
• 2,540 MW onshore wind
• 500 MW offshore wind
• 1,170 MW solar PV



Extending Contracts for Difference (CfD) 
NI is the only part of these islands without an effective 
route to market and as a result we risk going from leaders 
to laggards in respect of renewable electricity generation.

Accepting that it is too late for NI to be included in Auction 
Round 4 at the end of this year, it is vital that all steps are 
taken to ensure NI does not miss out again.

To ensure build out of local projects we propose that there 
be ringfenced capacity for NI as well as inclusion of 
projects that are <5MW.

Further detail as what is needed to make the CfD extension 
a success is outlined in the RenewableNI Energy Strategy 
consultation response.

Achieving Zero

https://renewableni.com/wp-content/uploads/2021/06/RenewableNI-response-to-Energy-Strategy-consultation-1.pdf


Developer Led Grid Investment
It is essential that grid build out is simultaneous with the 
connection of new renewable generation.  This must 
continue to be ‘developer led’ as described in the SONI 
Shaping Our Electricity Future proposals.

RenewableNI pipeline survey results show that the bulk of 
new renewable generation up to 2030 will be sited in the 
north and the west and grid investment must follow this.  
Analysis by both Baringa and NIE Networks shows that 
such investment will result in net consumer savings.

Facilitation of net zero should be included within the Utility 
Regulator’s remit and allowance made for anticipatory 
investment in the network by both SONI and NIE.

Achieving Zero



Inclusion in Crown Estate Leasing
As offshore development continues at pace in GB 
and ROI, NI risks being left behind.

RenewableNI’s pipeline survey shows considerable 
interest in developing projects off NI’s shore.

To capitalise on this, NI must be included in the 
future Crown Estate leasing rounds, with  
preparatory work taking place to facilitate offshore 
connections from 2030 onwards.

Achieving Zero



• .

80 by 30 Target 
• 80 by 30 would generate over £1bn of new investment

• 140m/year operations & maintenance spend

• 2,750MW of additional renewable capacity

• 75% reduction in CO2 emissions

• £50m consumer savings compared to 70 by 30 scenario

• 2,000 jobs created by the renewable electricity industry

• 49% of NI electricity from renewables in 2020 

• £53m/year operations and maintenance spend

• £10m/year in rates

• £2m annual community benefits

The Present 

Key Achievements 

• £1.5bn invested by the renewables industry directly in NI 

• £135m saved on consumer bills since 2000

• 9 Mt tonnes of carbon saved in past 20 years 

• 1,684MW current renewable electricity capacity 

• Enough renewable capacity to power over 700,000 homes.

• Currently our grid can accommodate up to 75% renewable electricity at 

any one time due to world leading innovations. 

Achieving Zero



Empowering You

Register
Now

Achieving Zero



Thank you!

Steven Agnew
Head of RenewableNI
steven.agnew@RenewableNI.com

Achieving Zero



Drilling into 
Geothermal

Why Geothermal?
Joseph Ireland
Geothermal Research Student
QUADRAT DTP



https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yp39hmlQMII

COP26 Exhibition

• In order to become self-sufficient, energy 
secure and meet our carbon goals we need 
to invest in the decarbonising heat systems.

• Durham Energy Institute and its partners 
will be highlighting the importance of 
decarbonizing heat on the COP26 
Universities Network stand.

• Short films will be played in the Green Zone 
at COP26 on November 11th, which is the 
day for Cities, Regions and Built 
Environment!

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Yp39hmlQMII


Personal Context



Local Context



Local Context

Picture source: GSNI – First hybrid meeting of the NI 
Geothermal Advisory Committee at Riddel Hall 8th July 
2021



Global Context



What Next?

What next



"I have come to realise that we need our own version of the United 
Downs project in Cornwall here, in NI. A deep geothermal case study 
project that demystifies the perception of geothermal energy and 
illustrates with clarity what the potential market growth opportunities 
for various sectors can be if we embrace the geothermal resources 
beneath our feet. This case study project is something I am diligently 
working towards through my research and as part of my role on the 
Geothermal Advisory Committee (GAC) for NI." J. Ireland 

Conclusions for next steps


