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When the Covid-19 pandemic caused oil stocks to plummet, the US President was accused of
facilitating “corporate socialism” by proposing to bailout the fossil fuel industry at a cost of $20
billion.2 However, this was not an isolated incident, brought about in exceptional times. The
ailing fossil fuel industry has long relied on public finances to ensure its profitability. “Money is
the oxygen on which the fire of global warming burns,”3 and nation states are using scarce
public resources to fan the flames. In 2019, the International Monetary Fund (IMF) — not a
noted environmental organisation — estimated that fossil fuels were subsidised to the value of
$5.2 trillion. That’s an increase of half a trillion dollars since the Paris Agreement was signed,
which, incidentally, requires participatory states to make financial flows “consistent with a
pathway towards low greenhouse gas emissions.” 4 Instead, fossil fuels continue to account for
a staggering 85% of total global subsidies.5 However, the pandemic has exposed the underlying
weaknesses of the fossil fuel industry. We now have an unparalleled opportunity to retire fossil
fuel production subsidies and invest in a clean, efficient energy system instead.
Although natural gas has not made as many headlines as oil recently, it is currently the second
most subsidised fuel after coal.6 When burned, it emits roughly half the carbon dioxide
emissions of a coal plant. The fossil fuel industry routinely manipulates this comparison to
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portray gas as a low-carbon ‘bridge’ fuel to a zero-emissions society. However, emissions
created at the point of combustion do not represent the lifecycle emissions of natural gas.
Methane is the primary component of natural gas - a highly potent greenhouse gas, almost 90
times more efficient at trapping heat than carbon dioxide in a 20-year period.7There is no
pathway to remaining within 1.5°C — the politically agreed ‘safe’ 8 level of global warming in
accordance with the Paris Agreement — that is compatible with natural gas expansion.9 The
concept of requiring a ‘bridge fuel’ also obscures the fact that we are already capable of running
our grid on renewable energy10 and instead prolongs our dependence on fossil fuels. Gas
terminals and pipelines once built are designed to last decades, and money invested in bringing
new reserves into operation could make it legally, politically, and economically very difficult to
keep that carbon in the ground. Once investments are made, producers are likely to continue
production until they have recovered their costs, even if the market price is lower than the longterm costs of production. Avoiding public investments in the first place is therefore fundamental
to preventing carbon lock-in.
Earth has already warmed by approximately 1.1°C since the Industrial Revolution, and the
impacts have been devastating, particularly in the Global South.11 With less than 0.4°C
additional warming to go before the 1.5°C ceiling is surpassed, the amount of carbon we can
afford to pour into the atmosphere before we reach 1.5°C — our remaining ‘carbon budget’ — is
rapidly diminishing (some estimate that it has already been exceeded).12 According to the
United Nations Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, to have a mere 50% chance of
remaining within a 1.5°C threshold, only a further 480 gigatonnes of carbon dioxide (GtCO2)
can be emitted.13 In Ireland, based on our historical contribution to the climate crisis, we have
until just 2024 of our current level of emissions before our minimally equitable share of the 1.5°C
global carbon budget is entirely exhausted.14 To rely on natural gas as a bridge fuel and to
invest public money in new carbon intensive infrastructure now, is to knowingly torch the planet.
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What we have is a system that favours the development of carbon intensive infrastructure.
What we lack is political will and investment flowing in the right direction. What we need is a
leap in terms of policy and investment favouring renewables – not a ‘bridge’ fossil fuel.

Focusing our Energies - How Ireland Fuels the Gas
Industry
Although natural gas subsidies can be directed towards both producers and consumers,
producer subsidies work to cut the costs and risks associated with bringing new natural gas
reserves into production. Producer subsidies therefore have a far more direct and tangible
impact on our capacity to effectively decarbonise than consumer subsidies do. In the Irish
context, producer subsidies provide us with a useful barometer to assess the government’s
commitment to climate action, arguably more so than the raft of plans and stated emissions
reduction targets, which to date have failed to be accompanied by actionable pathways.
Subsidising the production of fossil fuels essentially means that the investment risks associated
with bringing new fossil fuel reserves into production are socialised, whilst profits are privatised.
The financial risks shouldered by the public are considerable. 2,860 gigatonnes of carbon
dioxide (GtCO2) is contained in the known fossil fuel reserves owned by companies and states enough carbon to burn through our remaining carbon budget of 480 GtCO2 almost six times
over. If we are to maintain a global temperature increase below 1.5°C, fossil fuel reserves and
assets could become stranded (i.e. lose value prematurely). The value of stranded assets was
recently described by the Financial Times as ‘breath-taking’ with estimates ranging between
$900 billion15 and $27 trillion.16 The value of natural gas reserves and assets may be written
down far sooner than proponents of the ‘bridge’ fuel expected. Before the Covid-19 pandemic,
and the subsequent collapse in demand for fossil fuels, there was a pre-existing glut of global
natural gas supply. A particularly mild European winter in 2019, combined with the US fracking
boom, flooded global energy markets with surplus gas. At the beginning of March 2020, natural
gas storage facilities in Europe were 60% full, and are projected to reach capacity by July of this
year. Even when lockdown restrictions are lifted, the massive quantities already held in storage
are likely to keep demand for new production low. The pandemic has simply accelerated an
already ongoing decline.17
Ireland utilises a wide range of subsidisation mechanisms to fuel the natural gas industry in
Ireland, all of which undermine our capacity to transition into a decarbonised society, as well as
funnelling public funding away from social services into the hands of private fossil fuel
companies.
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Public Finance
In 2019, the European Investment Bank — the biggest public bank in the world, funded directly
by EU taxpayers — adopted a new energy lending policy that will come into effect by the end of
2021.18 Until then, however, the bank can freely approve public financing for some 55 natural
gas infrastructure projects included under the EU’s 4th list of ‘Projects of Common Interest,’
(PCI list).19 Included on the 2019 PCI list is the proposed Shannon LNG terminal, which would
facilitate the importation of liquefied natural gas (LNG), most likely extracted through fracking20
from the US into Ireland.
Aside from adding 10 billion cubic meters of natural gas to Ireland’s energy mix, twice Ireland’s
annual total gas consumption (5.14 billion cubic meters),21 the inclusion of the proposed plant
on the PCI list makes very little sense. Ireland banned fracking in 2017 on health and
environmental grounds. As grassroots groups have pointed out for years,22 importing fracked
gas from elsewhere renders our domestic ban worthless. The legitimacy of the planning
permission for the project is also being questioned; a case was brought against the developers
by Friends of the Irish Environment after a number of environmental concerns were overlooked
at the initial approval level. The case has been referred to the European Court of Justice and in
the meantime, developers have been ordered to halt development plans.23
Ireland already has a very poor track record of acquiring significant public financing from the EIB
for natural gas infrastructure. Last year, Gas Networks Ireland (GNI) received a €100 million EIB
loan (the equivalent of the entire EU-wide budget for renewable energy) to upgrade and expand
Ireland’s gas network. No independent assessment of demand for natural gas in Ireland was
carried out prior to the EIB granting the loan.24 GNI stated that they were not concerned about
Ireland’s gas network becoming stranded, given its potential for low-carbon alternatives,
including Renewable Gas, Compressed Natural Gas, Carbon Capture and Storage and
Hydrogen.25 However, there are some concerns regarding these claims. Briefly:
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Renewable gas in this context refers to biomethane, which contains over 90%
methane. The risk of leakage in the production and transportation of biomethane
would require “extremely robust and potentially costly independent regulation and
monitoring of production sites.”26
Compressed Natural Gas (CNG) refers to GNI’s intentions to expand use of natural gas
beyond energy and heat into transport. GNI plans to construct 70 CNG stations across
Ireland, including one already opened in Topaz Dublin Port. However, CNG vehicles
have similar carbon emissions performance to other fossil-fueled vehicles. When
methane leakage is accounted for, CNG offers no climate benefits compared to
petroleum-based fossil-fuels.27
Carbon capture and storage is a risky and expensive technology, presently non-viable at
scale and does not forestall the need to rapidly reduce reliance on fossil fuels, including
natural gas.
Hydrogen can be produced in two ways. If it is produced through a chemical conversion
process, whereby natural gas is split into hydrogen and carbon dioxide, and the carbon
is (in theory) stored, this is not a zero-carbon gas. If it is produced through the
conversion of renewable electricity, this would result in a zero-carbon gas, but the
likelihood that renewable hydrogen will ever be produced in the same volume as natural
gas currently occupies on our grid remains low, and its deployment may take decades,
as GNI reported themselves.28 Furthermore, both production systems would require a
complete overhaul of GNI’s entire system of pipelines, storage and appliances, as
hydrogen is a smaller molecule than methane.29

Instead of directing limited public finances toward a much-needed Just Transition in Ireland, the
EIB loan to GNI simply downplays the scale of transformation required from the energy sector in
rapidly transitioning to a zero-emissions economy. This is not prudent fiscal policy. It is reckless.
Subsidising the upgrade of gas infrastructure in Ireland should not be based on the unproven
assumption that the network will distribute renewable energy or decarbonised gas at some
undefined point in the future. EIB lending support for natural gas infrastructure in Ireland is not
financing the transition — it is financing the entrenchment of resource extraction policies
responsible for the climate crisis.
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Tax Exemptions
As the production of natural gas is extremely capital intensive, subsidies that can reduce the
upfront costs associated with its production are highly attractive to investors. Subsidies that
pose the greatest threat to remaining within 1.5°C are therefore those that assume the liability of
investment risks associated with gas extraction, as they incentivize investment into natural gas
extraction on a long-term basis, creating risk of lock-in.30 Ireland’s licensing regime for natural
gas exploration and extraction is among the most liberal in the world.
Companies that receive licenses to drill for oil and gas in Ireland are required to pay 25%
corporate tax on profits. Most countries tax profits on oil and gas extraction somewhere between
40 – 85%.31 As the entire operating costs of the business can be offset against the 25% tax rate,
the Irish government can never receive even 25% of private profits earned from drilling for
natural gas. Companies are required to pay 5% tax on profits from when production
commences, however this can be written off against the 25% tax paid on overall profits.
Furthermore, unused tax allowances on unsuccessful oil and gas exploration expenditure can
be carried forward for up to 25 years. Although royalties to host governments are typically a
mandatory compensation for the extraction of resources on State-owned land or waters,
royalties on the profits of oil and gas extraction have been banned since 1987 in Ireland. Natural
gas companies own 100% of the oil and gas found under Irish waters and are not required to
sell any reserves found back to the State. Granting licenses for oil and gas exploration are
therefore of no benefit to Ireland’s energy security. If reserves are sold back to the State, it is at
full market value.32 Finally, the revenue foregone from failing to appropriately tax fossil fuel
extraction means that higher taxes on other economic activity is necessary to plug the
budgetary gap.
The Petroleum Affairs Division of the Department of Communication, Climate Action and the
Environment (DCCAE) has never required an Environmental Impact Assessment to be carried
out for the exploration of oil and gas in Irish waters.33 The location of drilling for oil and gas is
effectively led by industry, as the DCCAE prioritises “determining where they can obtain the best
level of interest.”34 In May 2019, ExxonMobil received a license to drill in Ireland’s
environmentally-sensitive Porcupine Basin — a critical ecosystem for whales and dolphins.
Unsurprisingly, this venture was unsuccessful,35 but the environmental impacts of exploration
alone are enormous. The impacts of seismic testing on marine wildlife in Ireland has been well
30
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documented by Irish researchers,36 and in 2019, new research found that seismic testing has
significantly reduced sightings of cetaceans.37 Despite this, Ireland issued 15 new
exploration licenses from 2018 through to June 2019.38

Investments by State-Owned Enterprises
Investments in natural gas infrastructure by State-owned enterprises create risk of carbon lockin as well as stranded assets and gives investors the impression of policy certainty around the
future of gas. The Electricity Supply Board (ESB), a 95% State-owned company, announced
plans in 2019 to build four new gas plants in North Dublin, at the anticipated cost of €700
million.39 The company aims to feed the gas into the grid by 2023 and has so far applied for
planning permission to begin the construction of a Flexible Generation Thermal Station
(Flexgen) for the generation of electricity in Poolbeg.40 When asked what the new gas plant was
required for, the ESB simply responded that “all of the power will be fed into the electrical grid.”
However, this does not explain why a semi-State company is investing in new natural gas
infrastructure when we know we need to rapidly decarbonise. Incidentally, Eirgrid projects that
by 2027, 31% of electricity demand will come from data centres and that by 2030, data centres
will account for 75% of new electricity demand growth in Ireland.41 Data centres are large
buildings used to centralise, store, and disseminate digital data collected largely by tech giants
and their subsidiaries, such as Microsoft, Apple, Amazon, Alphabet Inc. (Google’s parent
company) and Facebook. Dublin has already become Europe’s “largest data hosting cluster,”
and in May 2019, there were 53 data centres active in Ireland, with a further 29 under
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development.42 Investment in data centres in Ireland is predicted to reach €10 billion by
2022.43 A single data centre demands the same energy as “a large town,” in Ireland and if
run on combined gas-fired units, data centres will add 1.5 million tonnes to Ireland’s carbon
emissions by 2030 — a 13% increase in electricity sector emissions.44
Companies that own and seek to develop data centres have offices located in Ireland to
expressly avoid paying tax and are listed among the most profitable enterprises in the world,
outpacing even carbon majors ExxonMobil and Shell in terms of their market share.45 In fact, the
distinction between the fossil fuel industry and big tech is itself becoming increasingly blurred.
Google, Amazon, and Microsoft have quietly become “the new innovative arm of the fossil fuel
industry,” investing heavily in researching and developing artificial intelligence to enhance the
efficiency of oil and gas extraction.46 Amazon recently threatened to fire its employees for
speaking out against the company’s contracts with the fossil fuel industry and for donating to
climate-denying politicians.47 Shannon LNG developers plan to build data centres to
“manufacture,” their own demand for natural gas in Ireland.48
New natural gas infrastructure is being subsidised by the ESB to support the energy demands
of an extremely lucrative industry that will contribute very little to the Irish economy in terms of
tax take or secure employment, but will instead increase Ireland’s energy costs and emissions.49

Fiscal Support for Industry Research
Fiscal support of industry-led research effectively doubles subsidies to the natural gas industry.
Firstly, the research is partially State-funded and is directed towards the interests of the natural
gas industry. Secondly, academic partnerships offer an objective position from which industry
can influence policy. The public relations value of partnering with research institutions cannot be
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overstated. It is considerably more valuable than advertising alone, which is recognised as
self-interested; independent research instead is marked by its disinterestedness.
One of the leading research objectives of the Irish Centre for Research in Applied Geosciences
(iCrag) is “to significantly de-risk Ireland’s offshore and onshore hydrocarbon (i.e. oil and gas)
and mineral resource exploration, thereby increasing exploration activities.”50 The Centre
receives funding from semi-state and public bodies including Science Foundation Ireland,
Ireland’s European Structural and Investment Funds Programme, and the European Regional
Development Fund. Among iCrag’s 60 industry partners are fossil fuel giants Shell, ExxonMobil,
BP, and Chevron, as well as local actors such as Providence Resources,51 companies which
have been instrumental in establishing the discourse of natural gas as a “transition fuel.”52
The natural gas industry is fully embedded in the governance of the research centre.
Representatives from Shell and Woodlands occupy positions on iCrag’s Industry Advisory
Committee which “advises iCRAG on the prevailing industry trends and needs, and influences
research agenda accordingly.” Aside from setting the research agenda, a seat on iCrag’s
Industry Advisory Committee affords Shell and Woodlands direct access to policymakers from
the Department of Communications, Climate Action and the Environment, who also occupy
positions on the Committee.53 Tullow Oil and ENI (an Italian oil and gas company) occupy
positions on iCRAG’s Governance Committee, the group responsible for providing “advice and
guidance on the strategic development of the Centre.”54 Finally, in a particularly striking conflict
of interest, the Chair of the Irish Offshore Operators Association (IOOA) sits on the Executive
Management Committee of iCRAG. The IOOA is the private representative and lobbying
organisation for all oil and gas companies in Ireland. In 2019, the IOOA lobbied heavily against
the Climate Emergency Measures (CEM) Bill (proposed legislation to ban the issuance of new
exploration licences for oil and gas in Ireland).55
Public funding directed to iCRAG is not even counted as a subsidy. The Central Statistics Office
analyzes subsidies directed towards fossil fuels in Ireland, including data on research and
development directed to the ‘promotion of fossil fuels.’ The CSO found that research and
development of fossil fuels had not received any public financing since 2015. However, a report
in the Sunday Business post found that the Science Foundation Ireland granted €14.5 million in
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public funds to iCRAG’s research since 2015. €4.7 million of this was directly channelled to
‘commercially focused oil and gas exploration.’56
As Franta and Supran note, when involving the fossil fuel industry in academic research “neither
the public nor the future is well served.”57 The subsidisation of public research carried out in
partnership with the gas industry may be compromising not only research integrity, but our
response to the climate crisis. Companies can shape independent and publicly funded research
to promote the use of natural gas as a part of Ireland’s transition to a low-carbon economy and
society, as has demonstrably been the case in this instance.58

Transitioning Toward a Truly Zero-Carbon Economy
and Society
The recent oil price shock, precipitated by Covid-19, should serve as a lesson to the Irish
Government, which is continuing to invest in natural gas infrastructure. This is what an
unmanaged decline of the fossil fuel industry looks like. We can avoid future chaos for gasdependent employees in Ireland if action is taken to redirect public investment right now. There
are other very good reasons to retire public investment from natural gas infrastructure. The
current unpredictability about when, and to what extent, energy demand might resume is likely
to deter ongoing natural gas production. However, as Oil Price International notes, without
targeted policies aimed at developing a clean and efficient energy system as we emerge from
the current crisis, fossil fuel companies may profit from an increase in price when demand
eventually does resume. We need to institute safeguards against this, by redirecting public
investment toward supporting clean and efficient energy systems.59 If there’s one lesson that
has already been brought into sharp relief by the Covid-19 pandemic, it is the need to respond
to crises in a timely manner.
Subsidising the production of fossil fuels will only delay the inevitable transition to a zeroemissions economy and society – it cannot reverse it. However, if we are to emphatically not
return to ‘business as usual’, our climate and fiscal policies must not only be scientifically sound,
but also socially equitable. For example, many of the Carbon Majors are strong advocates of the
need for a carbon tax, but their silence on the need to remove subsidies is telling. Fossil fuel
producer subsidies act as a negative tax on carbon whose benefits are enjoyed by a minority
whilst the costs are borne across society. Furthermore, research has demonstrated that if
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people perceive that the costs of a climate policy will be borne by polluting industries, they
are far more likely to support it.60 Campaigns to keep fossil fuels in the ground have “yielded
significant mobilization,”61 and perhaps more strikingly, the most conservative players in our
global economy - including the IMF, the OECD and the Irish Central Bank - have long warned
governments that fossil fuel subsidies are inefficient, socially inequitable, fiscally draining, offer
no benefit to the taxpayer, and block the much-needed rapid transition to clean and efficient
energy systems.
Despite claims of natural gas serving as a ‘bridge’ or ‘transition fuel,’ there are no plans to
phase out natural gas, even in the medium to long-term. The Irish Government is instead
bankrolling its expansion throughout the production chain. By placing the interests of the natural
gas industry at the heart of Ireland’s transition, the Irish Government is effectively guaranteeing
a more disruptive and burdensome transition to a low-carbon future. If the ultimate goal is to
align energy policy with climate science (in other words, reality), and therefore create an energy
system supported solely by renewables, why waste public capital on a temporary ‘bridge’ fuel
now? In a carbon and budget-constrained world, the Irish Government must instead adopt an
unburnable carbon approach to Ireland’s fiscal and energy policies. This means an end to
subsidies for natural gas production.
More importantly, the time for action is now. It is not every day, or even every election cycle,
that politicians have an opportunity to reset the economy. Our recovery from the Covid-19
recession should not prop up the ailing system responsible for our ecological crisis. We can,
instead, seek to transform it. We need to learn from mistakes made in the aftermath of the 2008
financial crisis, which saw public lending overwhelmingly favour polluting industries, leading to
soaring emissions. Furthermore, we must do more than simply reallocate public resources from
natural gas to renewables. Massive public investment is needed to decarbonise our entire
economy and society, but we must ensure that those resources are directed toward supporting
energy as a public good, rather than a privatised commodity. If we are to realistically address
the climate and biodiversity crises, Ireland’s fiscal policies and institutions must work to support
a genuine zero-carbon transition, ecological boundaries, and human rights.
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