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Breakout Session 8 -  Planning for the future: the digital economy and 

climate change 

Chair:  Minister for Communications, Climate Change and 

Natural Resources, Denis Naughten TD 

Rapporteur:   Antoin Ó Lachtnain 

 

Potential Issues/Questions for Discussion 

 

Digital Economy 

1. What are the key areas Ireland should focus on to develop digital excellence 
and to leverage the National Broadband Plan which aims to deliver 
ubiquitous high speed connectivity in Ireland? 

2. In an economy supported by ubiquitous high speed broadband, what are the 
opportunities for innovation? Is there a further role that Government can 
play in supporting greater innovation in the economy e.g. encouraging 
digital entrepreneurship at a local level?  

3. The EU Digital Single Market includes 16 headline initiatives, designed to 
encourage the free movement of goods and services across Europe. 
Technology provides a major opportunity for cross-border trade and 
activity, but this requires disruptive changes to existing regulations and 
activities. What are the opportunities for competitive advantage for Ireland 
in the EU Digital Single Market? 

 

Climate Change 

1. What are the sectoral and regional considerations that should be taken into 
account in planning and developing policies for climate action?  

2. How should environmental and climate change challenges inform the 
development of sustainable infrastructure, spatial planning?  

3. How can capital investment be best utilised to help address Ireland’s 
climate change challenges (e.g. in terms of meeting existing 2020 and 
forthcoming 2030 targets and overall transition to a low carbon economy)?  

4. What should be the role(s) for society, the citizen, business and industry in 

investing for the transition to a low carbon economy and adapting to 

climate change?  How can those roles be managed? 
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 Background on Digital Economy 

Shape of the Irish Digital Economy 

 Indecon’s estimates that the size of the internet economy in Ireland in 2016 is between 
5.3% and 6.7% of Irish economy GDP, with a central estimate of 6.0% or € 12.3 billion1. 
This represents a significant growth from 2012 when the Indecon estimate was 4.4%. 

 The digital economy is conservatively expected to expand to about €21.4 billion or 7.9% 
of GDP by 2020. 

 How does Ireland compare with other competing economies: 

Table: The Internet Economy as a Percentage of GDP – Ireland vis-à-vis 

Selected Comparators 

Country Estimate (%)* Country Estimate (%)* 

UK 10.0 G-20 5.3 

South Korea 8.0 Netherlands 5.3 

China 6.9 Germany 4.0 

Ireland 6.0 Australia 3.7 

EU-27 5.7 Canada 3.6 

Japan 5.6 Italy 3.5 

India 5.6 France  3.4 

US 5.4 Russia 2.8 

  Brazil 2.4 
Source: Boston Consulting Group, Deloitte, OECD, McKinsey 

*Estimates are for 2016, except in the case of the UK (2015) and the Netherlands (2013).  

The estimate shown for Ireland is for 2016 based on Indecon’s central estimate. 

 Internet/Digital-related household consumption amounts to an estimated €7.4 billion 

 Employment in the wider Internet/Digital sector could amount to approximately 68,000 
direct jobs or up to 116,000 jobs when multiplier impacts are taken into account. 
Indecon/RedC research (Dec. 2015) shows that approximately 1:7 (or 13.5%) Irish people 
make a supplementary income on the Internet. 

                                                           

1 This measured GDP effect excludes “Consumer Surplus” - the gain obtained by consumers from being able to consume a 

product for a price that is less than that price they would be willing to pay. Indecon’s estimates of Internet/Digital-related 
consumer surplus related to value placed by consumers on access to free online content amounts to approximately €1Bn.  
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 The Internet/Digital sector is the seventh largest in the economy, although this is not a 
sector in the same way as other sectors and, for example, a significant part of the internet 
sector is included in financial services and in pharmaceuticals. There is, however, a two 
tier Irish digital economy: one dominated by multinationals where productivity and 
product innovation are powered by digital, the other tier predominantly traditional 
indigenous Irish businesses that are slower in leveraging digital to reduce costs, drive 
innovation and expand markets.  Irish owned businesses in Ireland are 43% less likely to 
trade online. 

eCommerce among Irish businesses is of growing importance.  Around 32% of SME business 
trade online.  The penetration of trading online businesses reduces as the profile of the 
company gets smaller2.  This level of online trade activity is well about the European average, 
however, as one of the most open economies in the Euro Zone, Ireland is particularly well 
placed to benefit from the lower costs and greater market access of online trade.   

Irish people have embraced the opportunity of value and choice from online shopping.  Irish 
residents (young and old) spend on average €850,000 per hour, 24 hours a day, 365 days a 
year. Given that most Irish businesses are not trading online, the vast majority of this spend 
is going towards imported goods and services.   

EU Perspective 

Ireland ranks 8th overall in the EU Commission’s 2016 
digital economy and society index3 in terms of the 
overall parameters set in this review.  There are, 
however, areas of concern: use of internet among 
citizens, digital skills and connectivity.   

The challenge to increase digital capability and wider 
application of digital among Irish people will need to be 
addressed in a future National Digital Strategy.  

Digital technologies have already made a major 
contribution to economic growth. Between 2001 and 2011, digitalisation accounted for 30% 
of GDP growth in the EU.  The key variable for the digital economy is scale. Digital 
technologies, which know no borders, enable businesses, including small ones, to serve large 
numbers of customers cheaply.  

 The Roadmap for completing the Digital Single market is set out at Annex 1. 

 

 

                                                           
2 CSO: information society statistics 

3 https://ec.europa.eu/digital-agenda/en/desi 



 

5 
 

Broadband Connectivity 

The Programme for a Partnership Government commits to the delivery of the National 
Broadband Plan as a matter of priority. 

The National Broadband Plan aims to conclusively address Ireland’s connectivity challenges 
by ensuring that all premises in the country have access to high speed services.  This is being 
achieved through measures to incentivise and accelerate commercial investment, and an 
ambitious investment programme by the State in areas where industry will not invest. 

The commercial telecommunications sector has invested over €2bn in upgrading and 
modernising networks which support the provision of high speed broadband services. Today, 
some 1.2 million homes and business premises can access high speed broadband services of 
at least 30Mbps.  Commercial investment is expected to continue with further services being 
rolled out over the coming years.    

The profile of the area to be addressed by the State intervention under the National 
Broadband Plan is estimated to comprise over 757,000 postal addresses. Procurement has 
commenced with a view to delivering a high speed broadband network to all of these 
premises. 

 

Further Guiding Questions 

1. What are the digital opportunities and challenges in the following areas? 
a) Manufacturing Business 
b) Innovation 

c) Entrepreneurship 

2. How can Ireland best leverage the strong presence of multinational technology companies 

to support:  

a) indigenous business as suppliers 
b) digital technology innovation, and  
c) traditional business.  
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BACKGROUND on CLIMATE CHANGE 
Ireland has a range of existing climate change obligations and commitments – undertaken at UN, EU 

and/or national level (See Annex 2).  Ireland’s national policy position on climate action has a long 

term vision based on:- 

  

 an aggregate reduction in carbon dioxide emissions of at least 80% (compared to 1990 levels) by 

2050 across the electricity generation, built environment, and transport sectors, and 

 in parallel, an approach to carbon neutrality in the agriculture and land-use sector including 

forestry, which does not compromise capacity for sustainable food production.  

In December 2015 Ireland along with other Governments negotiated a new global treaty on climate 

change – known as the “Paris Agreement”.  It aims to hold the growth in temperatures to well below 

2° Celsius above industrial levels and to pursue efforts to limit the temperature increase to 1.5° 

Celsius.  It has a legally binding provision that each Party (i.e. country) shall prepare, communicate and 

maintain successive nationally determined mitigation commitments that will represent progression 

over time and reflect the highest possible ambition.   

The Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act 2015 requires National Adaptation and 

Mitigation Plans to be produced in the course of 2017.  Relevant Sectoral Departments are currently 

working on those plans.   The Act also provides for the establishment of the Climate Change Advisory 

Council.  The Council has been established under the Chair of Professor John Fitzgerald. The role of 

the Council includes to advise and make recommendations to Government on how Ireland can meet 

compliance with climate obligations and advise and make recommendations in relation to the 

preparation of National Mitigation and Adaptation plans.   

 

Meeting Ireland’s climate obligations for 2020 and preparing for transition to a low carbon economy 

will be challenging. Climate obligations need to be factored into future plans of individuals, society, 

business, local and central government.   Adaption to climate change and the mitigation of emissions 

must inform analyses of policies and measures across a range of sectors – e.g. agriculture, transport, 

energy, built environment, water, and health.   

IRELAND’S EMISSION PROFILE  

Emissions within Ireland – and in every EU Member State - are broken down into 2 distinct sectors - 

the Emission Trading Scheme (ETS) and the Non-ETS.  

ETS Sector 

The Emissions Trading Scheme (ETS) comprises the big emitters in the EU – and includes about 100 

installations in Ireland (e.g. power generation, cement manufacturers, etc). There is an EU-wide cap 

and trade system in the ETS.  The installations themselves are responsible for their emissions.   The 

rules provide for some installations (e.g. cement) in the ETS to receive some free allocation of units 

whereas other types of installations (e.g. power generation) must purchase units to meet compliance.  

The Commission has presented a legislative proposal to revise the existing EU Emissions Trading 
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System (ETS).   An interdepartmental working group to formulate Irish positions on the legislative 

proposal has been established.  A consultation seminar was held by the Department of Environment, 

Community and Local Government on 22nd March 2016.     

Non –ETS Sector 

The Non-ETS sector spans agriculture, transport, residential, industry and commercial (e.g. services 

corner shops, financial services, banks, civil and public service), waste sectors. Unlike the ETS sector 

where it is the installation themselves that are responsible for their emissions, within the non ETS 

sector, it is the State’s responsibility to ensure that the binding targets set by the EU in terms of carbon 

mitigation are met. 

Ireland has a distinct emissions profile within the Non ETS sector – particularly in terms of agriculture 

and transport.  

 

(Source: EPA) 

MEETING 2020 HEADLINE EMISSIONS REDUCTION TARGET  

Ireland has a headline target of reducing carbon emissions in the Non ETS sector by 20% by 2020. The 

EPA4 projects that under a ‘with existing measures’5 scenario that Ireland’s non ETS emissions will be 

minus 6% in 2020. 

There has been progress in driving emissions reductions - e.g. by way of a Carbon Tax, rebalancing 

Motor Tax and Vehicle Registration Tax on a carbon basis, energy efficiency initiatives . However if 

there is higher than projected levels of economic growth and/or if there are delays in implementation 

of existing polices then the gap to reaching the 2020 targets may increase and make Ireland’s 2030 

targets (when known) more challenging to attain.   

Agriculture: Ireland’s agriculture sector has a vital role in the country’s economy. The sector is 

responsible for significant levels of emissions given, for example, Ireland’s methods of production 

(grass land fed animals etc.) but is already very carbon efficient (i.e. there is limited scope for further 

                                                           
4 http://www.epa.ie/pubs/reports/air/airemissions/2020_GHG_Projections_2016_Bulletin.pdf 
5 Assuming measures in place to the end of 2014 
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mitigation).  The Sector is expected to grow with the abolition of the milk quota regime, and the plans 

for the sector include Food Harvest 2020 and Food Wise 2025.  

Transport: According to Eurostat, Ireland has the highest proportion of its population living in rural 

areas – see Annex 3.  Ireland’s dispersed population has significant implications for certain policy 

options – e.g. mass transit.  

Built Environment: The Energy Performance of Buildings Directive6 (EPBD) requires that after 31 

December 2018, new buildings occupied and owned by public authorities be nearly zero-energy 

buildings (NZEB), and that by 31 December 2020, all new buildings be nearly zero- energy buildings.  

MEETING 2020 RENEWABLES TARGET  

Ireland has a 2020 target for renewable energy of 16%.  As shown in Annex 2 this is broken down into 

renewable electricity, transport and heat.  SEAI notes7 that renewable energy represented around 

7.8% of Ireland’s gross final energy use in 2013. There are challenges remaining to achieve Ireland’s 

renewable heat and transport targets.   

There are various types of renewable energies such as from windmills, solar, biomass, biofuels, and 

nuclear and the cost of producing such energy differs depending on the source.  There are varying 

levels of public acceptance associated with different renewable energy options. Depending on options 

chosen there could be associated infrastructural aspects e.g. infrastructural provision for biomass, 

charging systems for Electric Vehicles. The type of renewables used to meet renewables energy targets 

can have other impacts –e.g. landscape, air quality.   

The first statutory National Mitigation Plan (due 2017) is to track implementation of measures already 

underway and identify additional measures in the longer term to reduce greenhouse gas emissions 

and progress the overall national low carbon transition agenda to 2050.  

It is to be noted that if Ireland does not reach its 2020 targets, compliance may be met through use of 

‘flexibilities’.  That involves the purchase of carbon units (in the case of emissions reductions) and 

what are termed “statistical transfers” (in the case of renewables) and the surrendering of those to 

the Commission to meet Ireland’s targets. The funding of such “flexibilities” would impact on the fiscal 

space available for other priorities.   

FUNDING WITHIN THE CAPITAL PLAN  

Investment projects across many areas of the Capital Plan will have a beneficial climate change impact. 

These areas include the upgrade of public building stock to more energy efficient levels, the 

significantly improved energy efficiency of school buildings, and delivery of improved public transport 

to reduce emissions from the transport sector. The Capital Plan allocates €444 million for investment 

in energy efficiency and renewable energy programmes from 2016 to 2021. As well as Exchequer 

investment, the commercial State sector also plans investments in renewables, including biomass and 

forestry, in order to deliver upon the Government’s objectives in this area. To address flooding, which 

                                                           
6 http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=URISERV:en0021 
7  https://www.seai.ie/Publications/Statistics_Publications/Energy_in_Ireland/Energy_in_Ireland_Key_Statistics/Energy-in-Ireland-Key-

Statistics-2014.pdf 

 

https://www.seai.ie/Publications/Statistics_Publications/Energy_in_Ireland/Energy_in_Ireland_Key_Statistics/Energy-in-Ireland-Key-Statistics-2014.pdf
https://www.seai.ie/Publications/Statistics_Publications/Energy_in_Ireland/Energy_in_Ireland_Key_Statistics/Energy-in-Ireland-Key-Statistics-2014.pdf
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can have a devastating impact on affected communities and local economies, €430 million is being 

provided under the Plan for flood mitigation initiatives to protect threatened localities from river and 

coastal flood risk. 

FORTHCOMING OBLIGATIONS FOR THE 2030 PERIOD  

There are high level negotiations underway with the EU on new emission reduction targets for the 

period 2021 to 2030. The October 2014 European Council agreed that all Member States will 

contribute to the EU’s reduction target of at least a 40% reduction in 2030.  When burden sharing is 

agreed, meeting those targets will (when transposed) be legally binding on the Exchequer.  The 

challenge is to achieve a ‘fair and balanced’ outcome for all while ‘balancing considerations of fairness 

and solidarity’. There will be implications for the public finances from those forthcoming targets.   

CLIMATE FINANCE  

Ireland has climate finance obligations stemming from UN level (see Annex 2).  Ireland’s 
climate finance commitments are for financial flows to developing countries to support the 
additional costs associated with climate change adaptation and mitigation.  At the Paris 
Climate Change conference the Taoiseach stated that ‘Ireland is committed to scaling up 
climate finance’.  

Further Guiding Questions 

1. How can modal shift in transport be achieved cost efficiently and cost effectively? Are there 

Innovations in other areas/jurisdictions that could be cost efficiently replicated? 

2. In cases where flooding, coastal erosion, sea level rise is anticipated to affects 

infrastructure/property should the Government protect each infrastructure/property or have a 

policy of managed retreat?  

3. How can funding/financing for investment in infrastructure for long term transition to a low 

carbon economy be incentivised?  
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Annex 1 - Roadmap for completing the Digital Single Market 

 

Actions8 Timetable 

Better access for consumers and businesses to digital goods and services across Europe 

Legislative proposals for simple and effective cross-border contract rules for consumers and businesses   2015 

Review the Regulation on Consumer Protection Cooperation 2016 

Measures in the area of parcel delivery 2016 

A wide ranging review to prepare legislative proposals to tackle unjustified Geo-blocking 2015 

Competition sector inquiry into e-commerce, relating to the online trade of goods and the online 

provision of services  

2015 

Legislative proposals for a reform of the copyright regime 2015 

Review of the Satellite and Cable Directive 2015/2016 

Legislative proposals to reduce the administrative burden on businesses arising from different VAT 

regimes  

2016 

Creating the right conditions for digital networks and services to flourish 

Legislative proposals to reform the current telecoms rules  2016 

Review the Audiovisual Media Services Directive 2016 

Comprehensive analysis of the role of platforms in the market including illegal content on the Internet 2015 

Review the e-Privacy Directive  2016 

Establishment of a Cybersecurity contractual Public-Private Partnership 2016 

Maximising the growth potential of the Digital Economy 

Initiatives  on data ownership, free flow of data (e.g. between cloud providers) and on a European Cloud 2016 

Adoption of a Priority ICT Standards Plan and extending the European Interoperability Framework for 

public services 

2015 

New e-Government Action Plan including an initiative on the 'Once-Only' principle and an initiative on 

building up the interconnection of business registers 

2016 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                           
8  To the extent that the listed measures are likely to have significant impacts they will be accompanied by a 

separate impact assessment in line with the Commission's Better Regulation principles 
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Annex 2: Ireland’s climate Change Obligations 
 

 

Annex 3: Proportion of the population in Member States living in rural areas 

 
 


