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Q&A from Town Hall meetings 

The following is an overview of the main questions asked during the two virtual Town Hall 

events. Many of the questions posed during the sessions were answered, but we were not 

able to get to all of them.  

As outlined during the event, we have reviewed all the questions to include answers to as 

many as possible. 

Questions relating to enforcement of existing regulations 

 Why can you buy smoky coal in towns that already have a ban? 

 Has the Department of the Environment, Climate and Communications or the 

EPA any function in making sure that Local Authorities actually enforce 

regulations? 

 Is it possible to ensure greater enforcement of existing regulations while we 

await any amendments? 

 Every year there is a local auction of trailers of wood - no idea where it comes 

from or wet or dry - how will you regulate this? 

Any incidence of bituminous (“smoky”) coal being sold in a Low Smoke Zone should be 

reported to the relevant Local Authority, as the Local Authorities are responsible for 

the development of testing and enforcement plans in respect of the “smoky coal ban” within 

their functional areas.  

The Programme for Government contains a commitment to further strengthen enforcement 

of the Regulations by developing a regional approach to air quality enforcement. A 

coordinated approach is required given the links between burning of solid fuels and the 

health effects of air pollution, as well as the potential for market distortion for businesses 

properly adhering to the regulations. Increased multi-agency inspections and enforcement, 

including the increased use of fixed payment notices, are required and the Department is 

fully committed to supporting Local Authorities in this regard. 

Local Authorities report information to the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) each year 

regarding inspection and enforcement activities under environmental legislation. Further 

details with respect to how effectively Local Authorities are enforcing the provisions of 

environmental legislation, including the Air Pollution Act, are available from the series of 

Local Authority Environmental Performance Assessment reports compiled by the EPA. 
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These reports can be accessed at: 

https://www.epa.ie/enforcement/pa/performanceframework/ 

Enforcement measures, especially those that will look to reduce sales of poor quality / high 

emissions solid fuels through the unregulated grey market will be a key consideration of any 

new quality standards that may be introduced in the new regulations for other solid fuels, 

such as wood. 

Questions relating to retrofitting grants 

 Can you give an overview of what the SEAI grants offer?  

 What programmes are there for retrofitting low income homes? Limited grants 

and tax incentives are of little use to the elderly and people in fuel poverty. 

 Is the level of grants available for retrofitting and heat pump installation 

sufficient to help the transition from domestic solid fuel burning?  

 Retrofitting your home can be very expensive. Are the SEAI going to look at 

any new options with regard to grants?  

The Government funds a number of SEAI grant schemes to support homeowners to improve 

the energy efficiency of their properties. Partial grants are available for individuals who can 

afford to contribute to the cost of upgrades as well as free energy efficiency retrofits for 

people at risk of energy poverty. Since 2000, around 450,000 homeowners have upgraded 

their homes with support from these schemes, representing nearly one home in four across 

the country. Last year alone, although COVID-19 restrictions had a negative impact on 

activity, over 17,500 homes were retrofitted with SEAI support.  

€221.5 million in capital funding has been provided this year for SEAI residential and 

community retrofit schemes. This represents an additional €100 million, or an 82% increase, 

on the 2020 allocation and is the largest ever budget for the schemes. This budget increase 

has facilitated the expansion of existing schemes and the development of new initiatives 

such as the National Retrofit Scheme (One Stop Shop Development Call). Further initiatives 

are also in the development stage.  

Further information on all SEAI grants and schemes is available at 

www.seai.ie/grants/home-energy-grants 

 Are there grants either available or planned for old solid stone houses, where 

unsuitable or insufficient insulation might previously have been installed? 

https://www.epa.ie/enforcement/pa/performanceframework/
http://www.seai.ie/grants/home-energy-grants


4 

 

The grants mentioned above are available for all buildings constructed up to 2006, including 

stone or traditionally built buildings. SEAI Schemes support these types of buildings but the 

renovation or retrofit works undertaken need to be appropriate to the building and in 

accordance with the guidance available (Energy Efficiency in Traditional Buildings is the 

most recent, but new guidelines will be issued by Dept Housing Local Govt & Heritage later 

this year) or with guidance from a suitably qualified conservation professional. 

 Are there grants planned for domestic pellet stoves? 

 Will provision of grants and supports be introduced to help people change 

their heating systems other than just for electric heat pumps? 

SEAI grants encourage homeowners to reduce heat loss through the installation of insulation 

and ventilation in the first instance, before moving to replace heating systems. This is in line 

with the fabric first principle and best practice.  

Grants for residential pellet burning heating systems are not available as an individual 

measure. However, grants for pellet burning stoves are available when included as part of a 

wider energy efficiency upgrade under the Community Energy Grant Scheme and the 

National Retrofit (One-stop-shop development) Scheme. Stoves installed must meet certain 

requirements and specifications. 

 Where should you start in retrofitting your home? Is there someone who does 

a survey of your home for you? 

The best place to start is the “fabric first” approach, to make sure the house is as well 

insulated as possible. It is also useful to look at the BER (if one has been completed) to see 

what the recommendations are.  

There are a number of businesses, including One Stop Shops , that offer a home survey and 

detailed recommendations in relation to the costs and associated energy savings. SEAI has 

published a list of some of these on their website: https://www.seai.ie/grants/national-home-

retrofit/one-stop-shops/  

 What is the timeline envisaged for achieving the 500,000 target that is set in the 

National Retrofitting Scheme? 

The 2019 Climate Action Plan commits Ireland to reducing greenhouse gas emissions in the 

residential sector from 6Mt CO2e in 2017 to between 3-4Mt CO2e in 2030 and setting a 

trajectory towards net-zero carbon emissions by year 2050.  

https://www.seai.ie/publications/Energy_Efficiency_in_Traditional_Buildings.pdf
https://www.seai.ie/grants/national-home-retrofit/one-stop-shops/
https://www.seai.ie/grants/national-home-retrofit/one-stop-shops/
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To achieve these emission reductions, the Climate Action Plan sets a target of upgrading 

500,000 homes to a Building Energy Rating of B2 by 2030, and installing 400,000 heat 

pumps to replace older, less efficient heating systems. These targets were confirmed in the 

Programme for Government and represent a very significant increase in both the volume 

and depth of retrofit activity in Ireland. The Government has committed a total of €8.7 billion 

to support the achievement of these objectives. 

 How do you encourage landlords to improve energy efficiency of rental 

properties, especially with many on housing waiting lists being in the private 

rental sector? 

In the residential rental sector, the incentives to invest in energy efficiency upgrades are 

misaligned between landlords and tenants, which impacts negatively on energy performance 

of the sector. This is a complex problem seen in many countries. A public consultation on 

this topic was held in late 2019 and early 2020. 

The results of the public consultation have been analysed by my Department and will inform 

the policy recommendations to tackle this problem. Submissions stressed the importance of 

striking the right balance between ensuring a sufficient supply of rented accommodation and 

taking action to improve energy efficiency of the private rented stock. 

Currently, landlords can apply for grant support to upgrade their rental properties under a 

number of SEAI grant schemes including the Better Energy Homes scheme. The SEAI also 

recently launched the One-Stop-Shop Development Call as part of the National Retrofit 

Scheme. The findings of the consultation helped to inform the decision to include 

encouraging the retrofitting of rental properties as an objective of the scheme. 

Questions relating to health effects of air pollution 

 Each year, how many people develop health conditions caused by air 

pollution?  

 In other countries, the average health costs per solid fuel heater have been 

estimated. Has this been done in Ireland? 

Research on the incidence of stroke shows an increase in the order of 3% to 7% on days of 

elevated levels of air pollution. It is difficult to give an accurate estimate for how many people 

overall are affected by all conditions linked to air pollution, but official figures show an 

average of 1,300 deaths per year in Ireland are linked to PM2.5. At the moment there is 

limited research available which sets out the health costs per heating fuel and appliance in 

an Irish context.  
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 Would raising public awareness of the health impacts of air pollution be a more 

efficient use of resources than financial incentives and regulations? 

 Do you think more communication is needed to make people more aware of 

health impacts? 

From a policy perspective, we need to do both. Regulation is needed to protect air quality, 

but we recognise that raising public awareness of the health impacts of air pollution is also a 

key policy tool. We are considering this in the context of the forthcoming National Clean Air 

Strategy and in other developments too. 

 Fuel poverty needs to be considered too – some 2,800 deaths a year are linked 

to inadequate heating, yet we focus so much on the 1,300 deaths associated 

with poor air quality.  

Fuel poverty is of course a key consideration in the development of new regulation. It is 

important to recognise that as well as the estimated 1,300 deaths that are linked to fine 

particulate matter, there is also an additional health impact in terms of reduced life 

expectancy and reduced quality of life for conditions aggravated by poor air quality. 

Additionally, areas at higher risk of fuel poverty tend to have higher air pollution levels. 

The deaths attributed to fuel poverty are linked to heart attacks, strokes, pneumonia and 

other respiratory diseases which are also exacerbated by poor air quality. It is important to 

work to address both these issues together. 

Questions relating to firewood 

 What exactly is being considered in relation to firewood, and a distinction 

between wet and dry wood?  

 Where exactly will you draw the line between wet wood and dry wood? 

 Are ecologs made from wood a safer alternative to peat briquettes? 

 What is the limit on dust particles per cubic metre for wood burning stoves? 

While the research indicates that dry wood is less polluting than wet wood, there is a lot of 

complexity in this area in terms of the relevant scientific research and the testing methods 

used across all fuels. We are considering it carefully while reviewing the consultation 

submissions and additional research available. We are considering introducing a maximum 

moisture level for firewood however the exact limit is still to be decided.  
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As part of the public consultation, the Department also proposed a call for evidence in 

relation to the technical considerations regarding emissions from different fuel types and the 

impact of appliances. The issue is complex and emissions from residential burning are 

influenced by such factors as; 

 Fuel choice and quality 

 Appliance choice and quality 

 Appliance maintenance 

 User practices 

General questions relating to solid fuel and air pollution 

 Does using a stove rather than an open fire reduce the air pollution levels 

indoors, and if so, by how much? 

Generally speaking, stoves achieve a higher burning temperature than open fires, and 

therefore generate less particulate matter. However, it is difficult to give a precise figure for 

the difference. In addition, the closed door on a stove means there is less pollution indoors, 

as smoke cannot escape through a door in the way it does from an open fire. However we 

are not aware of any studies or evidence which can establish an accurate measurement of 

the difference in indoor pollution between both appliance and different fuel types. 

 There were reports that air pollution in Dublin in December was back to levels 

not seen since before the smoky coal ban. Any thoughts on why there has 

been such an increase in solid fuel use? 

“Spikes” in levels of PM2.5 and other pollutants, such as those seen in December, are due 

mainly to certain weather conditions such as still air and fog, rather than an increase in solid 

fuel use. Such weather conditions mean that the smoke does not disperse in the usual 

manner. It is important to note that in the case of all the “spikes” seen in December, the 

levels of pollutants experienced in both the preceding and following days were in the normal 

range. 

 “Backyard burning” is common in my area, with people burning rubbish. What 

data is available on how much this contributes to air pollution? 

It is impossible to precisely quantify the contribution of “backyard burning” to air pollution 

levels, given the nature of how the burning takes place. However, disposing of rubbish by 

burning or burning waste wood which has been treated, is illegal under Waste Regulations, 

and any incidences of it should be reported to the relevant local authority. 
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 Should we be carrying out more monitoring of our air across Ireland? 

 Does more modelling rather than monitoring represent the future of measuring 

the quality of our air? 

The Environmental Protection Agency is responsible for monitoring ambient air quality in 

Ireland via the national Ambient Air Quality Monitoring Programme. Under this programme, 

the national monitoring network has undergone a significant upgrade in recent years, and 

has been expanded from 30 stations in 2017 to 90 today. We expect to have over 100 

stations in operation by the end of 2021. As part of additional work undertaken by the EPA, 

there will be a significant increase in air quality modelling capacity in the coming years 

through the LIFE Emerald project. More information is available at https://airquality.ie/ and 

http://www.epa.ie/newsandevents/news/name,70780,en.html  

 Do you feel there needs to be education around the use of correct fuels & 

appliances and the maintenance of them? 

Yes. As mentioned above, communication, education and awareness about the impacts of 

air quality are essential elements of our work which will be further developed in the future. 

Any new regulations will also be accompanied by additional material to support education 

and awareness. It is intended that this will also include information about the correct use and 

maintenance of solid fuel appliances.  

Questions relating to new regulations 

 When is it envisaged that any new legislation will be before the Dáil? 

The process is still at a very early stage, and there are still many procedures to be followed, 

including a review of all submissions, holding stakeholder meetings, and drafting the new 

regulations themselves. It is therefore not possible at this point to give an estimate of when 

new regulations will be brought before the Dáil or come into force. 

 The opening comments included the statement "we're not banning solid fuel". 

However, other speakers said we must stop burning solid fuel, in order to save 

lives. Is this the outright plan? 

While nothing has yet been decided, pending the outcome of the public consultation and 

other processes, there are no plans to introduce a complete ban on the burning of solid fuel.  

While it is recognised that there is no safe level of particulate emissions in terms of public 

health, the Department is conscious of the households who use only solid fuel for domestic 

heat, and also of associated issues of fuel poverty.  

https://airquality.ie/
http://www.epa.ie/newsandevents/news/name,70780,en.html
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However, in light of the health effects of pollution from solid fuel burning, and its impact on 

our air quality, we must seek to better regulate the types of solid fuel to improve the quality 

of the fuel and ensure reduced emissions. Any relevant information, research and data in 

relation to these issues will be welcomed in submissions to the consultation. 

Other 

 How effective is the Climate Action Plan in addressing the quality of our air? 

The actions as set out in the Climate Action plan (CAP) will have a significant positive impact 

in improving the quality of our air. The impacts of the measures in the CAP are included in 

our annual inventory and projections as prepared by the EPA. More detail on this can be 

found in the updated NAPCP and the IIR 2020.  

 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/23bdb-national-air-pollution-control-programme-napcp/
http://www.epa.ie/pubs/reports/air/airemissions/airpollutantemissions/iir2020/

