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Comar Sustainable Development Council  
 

Strengths Weaknesses Opportunities Threats (SWOT) analysis of 1st 
National Energy Efficiency Action Plan for Ireland 2007-2020. 

 
Executive summary and recommendations 

The strengths of the Action Plan are many, including its presence as a counter to the 
pervasive supply side bias that characterises energy policy generally, the emphasis on action, 
the linkage of energy policy and climate change, the emphasis of quantified outcomes related 
to actions, the ambition, and an associated time line, and overt treatment of research and 
development as a policy instrument.  
The weaknesses include: confusion as regards the baseline or counterfactual – we know 
what the target is, but not clear what the total energy consumption will be in 2016 and 2020 
with and without the Plan;  the confusion of combining of two ambitions – meeting the 
European Union 9 percent target by 2016, and the national target of 20 per cent by 2020; no 
systematic articulation of why the market alone will not provide the optimum level of energy 
efficiency; costings of options are planned, but no estimates provided, and only ad hoc 
consideration of policy instrument combinations and tradeoffs to deliver outcomes is 
presented.  
As regards opportunities, implementation of the action plan can make Ireland a policy leader 
in Europe, give businesses in the energy efficiency areas a competitive advantage, supported 
by research, development and demonstration.  
The threats are of two types; external, where real falls in energy prices - triggered by 
recession – will make conservation ‘expensive’ and undermine the commercial logic of the 
various Actions proposed, a re-run of experience in the 1980s; the second is internal, 
comprising lack of clarity about the resources and capacities available in the various agencies 
identified to implement the actions proposed. 
 
 
 
Recommendations  
1. Clarify the baseline and counterfactual situation, by specifying numerically what the total energy 

consumption is expected to be in the target years, with and without the Action Plan. 
2. Make the national (Irish) Plan the singular document, with the compliance with the European 

Services Directive (ESD) as an annex. 
3. Analyse market failure, and the implications1  
4. Pending the development of the energy models, do a ‘back of the envelope’ costing of the various 

actions, which can then be matched with the estimated benefits in terms of reduction in energy 
consumption and carbon dioxide emissions and updated as analysis allows. This will also help 
identify priorities. 

5. Do a policy instrument-action matrix, perhaps showing the policy instruments - – information, 
market-based instruments (taxes and levies, emissions trading), subsidies (grant and tax 
concessions), direct public investments, regulations (command and control), liability, green 
purchasing, research and development on the X axis, and the actions on the Y (vertical). This will 
clarify what is proposed, and provide some insights as to how the mix might be changed to 
advantage.  

6. Create a Business Energy Efficiency Forum (BEEF) to bring those who supply energy efficiency 
soft and hardware and services into a  grouping with the brief of maximising the business 
opportunities locally and globally in this field, linked to fiscal measures and R&D.  

7. Appoint an Energy Efficiency Czar who has singular responsibility to advance the agenda, identify 
weaknesses in implementation and solutions thereto, reporting inter alia to the Cabinet Committee 
for Energy and Climate Change.  

8. Document the institutional capacities and delivery structures identified as the implementing agents, 
and ensure that any deficiencies are identified early on and corrected. 

9. Give the Office of Public Works (OPW) and the Department of Finance (DoF) higher profiles in the 
implementation process. The DoF sets the priorities for expenditure and the fiscal incentives for 
action; the latter will be important in buffering policy against temporary falls in energy prices. 

                                                
1 One example: owners of rental properties typically under-invest in energy efficiency, because the 
tenants bear the costs but don’t have incentives themselves to make investments.  This has implications 
for the policy that will change outcomes.           
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Introduction 
 
The Department of Communications Energy and Natural Resources issued 
the Action Plan for Consultation in October 2007. It comprises 9 chapters, 
with one each devoted to 5 sectors - the public sector, business (commerce 
and industry), residential, transport, electricity supply - and other chapters 
focused on Research and Development, and cross cutting measures including 
media, annual performance reports, and fiscal measures. There are Annex 
Tables showing the methodology for calculating energy savings targets and 
projections and the CO2 savings.  
 
In this note we identify the strengths, weaknesses, opportunities and threats 
pertaining to the draft Action Plan, and conclude with recommendations. 
 
Strengths 
 
These are as follows: 
 

• The Action Plan exists. In spite of the fact that the gains from energy 
efficiency tend to be low cost relative to the costs of expanding supply, 
policy attention in the forms of time, study, investment, personnel and 
organisational resources favours supply expansion rather than demand 
reduction. Public interest and engagement of stakeholders – State and 
private companies, trade unions, non-governmental organisations – all 
exhibit this asymmetry of enthusiasm for supply.  This plan goes some 
way to correcting for this supply side bias. 

 
• The emphasis on ‘action’. The sectoral chapters (3 to 7) start with a 

box summarising the actions to be taken. 
 

• The linkage of energy policy and climate change policy, and the 
estimation of CO2 reductions expected to be achieved. (Annex 3) 

 
• The emphasis on quantified outcomes in terms of energy savings 

related to actions. This simultaneously facilitates target setting and the 
evaluation of performance over time, and the effectiveness of the 
agency designated as the lead. 

 
• The ambition, in the sense that the Irish targets are more ambitious 

that those currently mandated by the European Union. 
 

• A time line showing what will be delivered when (Annex 4), and which 
agency is responsible.  

 
• A chapter on Research and Development as a policy instrument. This 

is an unusual and welcome addition to the menu of policy interventions. 
 

• An annual review and reporting mechanism.  
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Weaknesses 
 
These are as follows: 
 

• Confusion as regards the baseline or counterfactual. It is clear what are 
the indicative target savings to be achieved; they comprise a 
percentage of the average total consumption for the most recent five-
year period. The Energy Services Directive (ESD) requires 
achievement of 9 per cent of the final energy consumed excluding that 
covered by the Emissions Trading Directive. This total reference 
amount is estimated at 145,741 GWh, and 9 per cent of this is 
13,117GWh, which comprises the ESD target, to be achieved by 2016. 
The Irish target is set at 20 per cent of the reference amount including 
the EU ETS sectors (159,624 GWh) - 31,923 GWh - and a 30 per cent 
savings target – 47,887 GWh - is also assayed.  Where confusion 
arises is ‘savings compared to what’? It appears from Figure 2 (p. 7) 
and Figures A1.1 and A 1.2 (p. 67) that this savings target is to be 
based on the ‘business as usual’ trajectory of energy consumption, i.e. 
consumption with no policy action. Which is to say that under this Plan, 
as we are interpreting the data, there will be substantial growth in 
absolute energy consumption over the 2007-2016-2020 period even 
with the 20 per cent reduction achieved. This may be a 
misinterpretation, but it needs clarification.  

 
• The combining of two ambitions – meeting the European Union 9 

percent target by 2016, and the national target of 20 per cent by 2020 - 
in one document is confusing, which is compounded when two 
measures of energy consumption – Ktoe and GWh – are used. 

 
• Market Failure is correctly recognised (p. 9) as the key underlying 

reason why policy intervention is necessary. By definition, if the market 
untrammelled gave us the optimum level of energy conservation, there 
would be no need for intervention.  But this is not followed through by a 
market failure analysis explaining for each sector in what respects the 
market fails, and the steps that then logically follow to correct for this 
failure. 

 
• It should be a key policy aim to ensure that the costs of achieving 

energy efficiency are minimised so as to minimise the drag on the 
economy generally and on households and businesses in particular. 
There is recognition of this in the commitment to accelerate modelling 
of energy usage and efficiency, to provide the ability to elaborate 
scenarios and their implications (p.16) and provide dynamic policy 
assessment capacity to the Energy Efficiency in Ireland reports which 
documents progress using indices of energy efficiency. For example, 
over half the reductions are expected to be achieved by households 
(p.4). This could be rationalised on the basis that this is the cheapest 
sector to find major reductions, but no data are presented to support 
such a hypothesis.   
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• Limited analysis of policy instruments to compensate for market failure. 
The following policy instruments – information, market-based 
instruments (taxes and levies, emissions trading), subsidies (grant and 
tax concessions) direct public investments, regulations (command and 
control), liability, green purchasing, research and development – can 
be mobilised. They all have direct equity, efficiency and environmental 
performance implications, some are complementary, others are not. 
Most of this menu are proposed to achieve outcomes, but there is no 
discussion on the various policy instruments to be mobilised, and why 
some are used and others are not. 

 
• Tradeoffs are inevitable, in that costs, environmental performance and 

security of supply don’t always move in the same direction in response 
to policy. Where tradeoffs occur, they need to be recognised.     

 
Opportunities 
 
The Action Plan opens up opportunities at various levels. 
 

• For Ireland, if we do it well and transparently, we can become policy 
leaders in the European Union, matching our economic performance 
with our energy efficiency performance. 

 
• For business, there are many opportunities to build enterprises that get 

incubated in what will be the supportive environment of Ireland, and 
achieve the capacity to become international players. Eirtricity and 
Kingspan are two prominent examples of companies that are becoming 
global leaders, but there can be many more.  

 
• For individuals and households, doing more with less is both satisfying 

and yields financial and other benefits such as increased financial 
independence. 

 
• In our submission to the Green Paper2 we documented the fact that 

payoff to R&D in energy efficiency in the US had yielded dramatically 
higher returns than R&D in the energy supply areas. We should aspire 
to be European leaders in R&D on energy efficiency, and make sure 
that the benefits become business opportunities. 

 
Threats      
 

• One threat comes from not learning the lessons of history, and notably 
from the policy responses to the energy crises of the past. Major supply 
interruptions in the seventies triggered first by the OPEC embargo and 
then by the Iran Iraq war resulted in price hikes and huge policy shifts 
in energy efficiency standards, the dissemination of dramatically 

                                                
2 Comhar SDC, 1 December 2006. Available to download at 
http://www.comharsdc.ie/_files/Comhar%20SDC%20Energy%20Green%20paper%20response_01120
6.pdf 
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energy efficiency enhancing technologies such as the Combined Cycle 
Gas Turbine. But then followed recession, sustained collapse in the 
real price of oil and gas, and a gradually weakening and unravelling of 
many of the initiatives, including stalling of innovation as R&D budgets 
shrank. Looking ahead, it seems likely that some combination of a 
recession in the US and slow downs in China and parts of Asia will at 
some time result in quick build up of stocks of oil, and downward 
pressure on price, and consequent easing of the sense of crisis and 
need to sustain action.  

 
• The second threat is inadequate resourcing of the implementing 

agencies. One of the strengths of the Plan is the fact that the agency 
responsible for delivery is listed after each action (Annex 4). The 
distribution is as follows: 

 
Table 1. Action Agents in implementation of the Energy Efficiency 
Action Plan. 
 
Agency Number 

of 
Actions 

% of 
Total 

Description 

Sustainable 
Energy Ireland  

22 36 Exemplary design, energy rating etc for public sector. For business, 
promote best practise, energy agreements, support SMEs, roll out building 
energy rating. For residential, encourage builders to go beyond regulation, 
implement building energy rating, grants for renewables, address fuel 
poverty, increase awareness re boilers, incentives to upgrade older housing 
stock. For transport, advice to fleet managers on fuel efficiency. For 
electricity supply, trial micro CHP. For Research and Development, support 
bringing technologies to market, post doctoral Fellows in energy efficiency. 
For cross-sectoral measures, promote training and accreditation, model 
contracts for Energy Service Companines, monitor energy efficiency 
progress. 

Department of 
Communications 
Energy & 
Natural 
Resources 

16 26 For Public Sector, high level working group to achieve 33% reduction. For 
business, use Power of One to address SMEs, require regular inspection of 
air conditioning systems. For residential, promote energy efficiency in home 
(Power of One). For electricity supply, promote energy efficiency in new 
investment decisions, cost benefit analysis of distributed generation, 
expand demand side management, achieve 400MW of CHP. For Research 
and Development,  provide funds for R&D, ensure integration via Energy 
Research Council, fund early stage researchers (parsons awards). For 
cross-sectoral, promote energy efficiency via Power of One.  

Department of 
Environment 
Heritage and 
Local 
Government 

12 20 For public sector, guidelines for public procurement, requirement on energy 
efficient lighting. For business, renewables-feasibility for new buildings 
>1000 M2  , Energy Star for office equipment. For residential, higher 
standards in social housing, more energy efficient communities via spatial 
and planning policies, revise building regs. (40% improvement), phase out 
incandescent light bulbs. For transport, strengthen relation between 
planning and transport, help car  buyers choose more fuel efficient cars.   

Department of 
Transport 

5 8 For transport, Sustainable Travel and Transport Action Plan, modal shift via 
Transport 21 (with RPA, DTO, Iarnrod Eireann, Dublin City Council) 
demand management strategy (with DTO and NRA) maintain fuel efficiency 
of old cars via NCT, promote eco-driving. 

Commission for 
Energy 
Regulation 

4 7 For residential, introduce smart meters (with SEI, DCENR, ESB Customer 
Supply). For electricity supply, promote competition and all island market, 
reduce distribution losses by 7.5%,expand DSM measures (with DCENR, 
SEI), prog. to install smart meters for all customers. 

Department of 
Finance and 
Revenue 
Commissioners 

2 3 For transport, incentivise via VRT and motor tax more efficient vehicle fleet. 
For cross sectoral, implement many fiscal measures to protect environment 
and examine introduction of carbon tax.  

Total 61 100  
 
One interesting institutional gap is the Office of Public Works (OPW), who 
have responsibility for provision of accommodation for the public service 
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broadly defined. They set the standards, and therefore are crucial deliverers 
of accommodation that meets highest standards of energy efficiency. 
Additionally the existing network of energy agencies across the country 
should be mobilised to raise awareness and implement the Action Plan 
locally. 
 
However, there is no description of the capacity to deliver of the identified 
entities. The ambitions will only be reached if personnel with the right attitude, 
ambition, skills and back up are in place, led by an Energy Efficiency Czar 
who has the confidence and support of the Cabinet, including reporting to the 
Cabinet Committee for Energy and Climate Change. Interdepartmental 
committees rarely produce greatness in terms of either imagination or 
execution, and at their worst are a mechanism for exercising vetoes rather 
than advancing a collective agenda. This Action Plan does exhibit ambition, 
but it is crucial that the organisational structures are in place to convert 
ambition into action.  

 
 

Recommendations  

1. Clarify the baseline and counterfactual situation, by specifying 
numerically what the total energy consumption is expected to be in the 
target years, with and without the Action Plan. 

2. Make the national (Irish) Plan the singular document, with the 
compliance with the European Services Directive (ESD) as an annex. 

3. Analyse market failure, and the implications3  

4. Pending the development of the energy models, do a ‘back of the 
envelope’ costing of the various actions, which can then be matched 
with the estimated benefits in terms of reduction in energy consumption 
and carbon dioxide emissions and updated as analysis allows. This will 
also help identify priorities. 

5. Do a policy instrument-action matrix, perhaps showing the policy 
instruments - – information, market-based instruments (taxes and 
levies, emissions trading), subsidies (grant and tax concessions), direct 
public investments, regulations (command and control), liability, green 
purchasing, research and development on the X axis, and the actions 
on the Y (vertical). This will clarify what is proposed, and provide some 
insights as to how the mix might be changed to advantage.  

6. Create a Business Energy Efficiency Forum (BEEF) to bring those who 
supply energy efficiency soft and hardware and services into a  
grouping with the brief of maximising the business opportunities locally 
and globally in this field, linked to fiscal measures and R&D.  

7. Appoint an Energy Efficiency Czar who has singular responsibility to 
advance the agenda, identify weaknesses in implementation and 

                                                
3 One example: owners of rental properties typically under-invest in energy efficiency, because the 
tenants bear the costs but don’t have incentives themselves to make investments.  This has implications 
for the policy that will change outcomes.           
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solutions thereto, reporting inter alia to the Cabinet Committee for 
Energy and Climate Change.  

8. Document the institutional capacities and delivery structures identified 
as the implementing agents, and ensure that any deficiencies are 
identified early on and corrected. 

9. Give the Office of Public Works (OPW) and the Department of Finance 
(DoF) higher profiles in the implementation process. The DoF sets the 
priorities for expenditure and the fiscal incentives for action; the latter 
will be important in buffering policy against temporary falls in energy 
prices. 

 


