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Introduction

According to the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change, a panel of over 1,300

scientists, human activity, specifically the burning of fossil fuels, has led to increased

concentrations of greenhouse gases (i.e., carbon dioxide, methane, nitrous oxide, and

tropospheric ozone) in the atmosphere. Concentrations are expected to reach levels of 540 to

970 ppm by 2100 compared to 280 ppm in the pre-industrial era, which will cause an

estimated temperature rise of 2.5 to 10 degrees Fahrenheit over the next century. As a result

of rising temperatures, glaciers will retreat and sea level will increase .09 to .88 meters. 

Some of the effects of climate change are already evident. Sea ice is melting at an accelerated

rate, extreme weather occurs more frequently, including stronger and more damaging storms,

heat waves, droughts, floods, fires and hurricanes. High latitudes will see an increase in

precipitation while subtropical land regions will see a decrease. Many areas, such as Western

US, the Middle East, and many parts of Africa will suffer from water shortages.

Health problems such as heat stress, poor air quality, and waterborne disease will become

more common. Rising sea levels will cause changing landscape and coastal damage. In fact,

insurance costs will rise significantly to cover rising sea levels, extreme weather, and poor

health. Other economic costs include severe yield losses of various crops (i.e., rice, maize,

and potatoes) due to temperature increases and severe weather.
Climate Change is also affecting the Irish environment.  According to a research programme of the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA),
 the average national temperature increased by 0.7°C since 1890. Even if this might appear to be minimal, already it has consequences e.g. for the agricultural, biodiversity or industry sector and it is estimated that it will increase higher and faster.  Additionally, the summers are much drier, there is less frost at nights and the Irish coastal water has experienced temperature increases of around 0.85°C since 1950. 2007 was the warmest year on record on the Irish coast. 
The stabilisation of greenhouse gas emission at near-current levels will not be sufficient to

stabilise the levels of greenhouse gases in the atmosphere and therefore irreversible damage

cannot be avoided but can be mitigated against.  As a result, a reduction in emissions is vital

to slow the onset of the aforementioned negative impacts and to allow time for adaptation

measures to be carried out.  Government policy must address this pressing issue and ensure that Ireland meets its international obligations.
While VOICE welcomes the publication and consideration of the Outline Heads of the Climate Action and Low-Carbon Development Bill, it needs to be strengthened in a number of areas to ensure Ireland passes a strong piece of domestic climate change legislation and ensure the proper legal framework is in place.  Just recently, on the 25th April, an EPA press release stated that “projections indicate that we will breach our annual obligations under the EU 2020 target from 2016 onwards in the best-case scenario.”  

Additionally, Dara Lynott, Deputy Director General, EPA said

“Reductions in Ireland’s greenhouse gases to-date are, primarily, a direct result of the current economic recession and economic outlook for the future. Ireland cannot rely on recession to meet our long term carbon reduction requirements and needs to develop as a low carbon and resource efficient economy. All sectors of the economy must contribute to emission reductions with a strong focus on those sectors – transport and agriculture – that dominate our emissions profile. Significant reductions are needed in the transport and agriculture sectors which are currently showing an increasing trend in emissions into the future”. (emphasis added)

VOICE has been working on the issue of climate change since it became a member of the Stop Climate Chaos (SCC) group in April 2007 and since then has been active through the SSC and through the Irish 10:10 climate change campaign.  In 2009, we highlighted the impact that food and food miles have on the climate through our ‘Food Matters’ campaign.  We also authored and published a ‘Communities Against Climate Change’ leaflet in 2012.
As an active member of Stop Climate Chaos, we pushed for a strong climate change bill in 2010-11.  Unfortunately, the government fell and with it the early chances of a strong climate bill. 

Recommendations

VOICE recommends the following proposals be taken into consideration by the Oireachtas Joint Committee on the Environment, Culture and the Gaeltacht. 

a. Insert a 2050 target of a80-95% reduction in greenhouse gas emissions into the Climate Bill,

b. make sure the Expert Advisory Body has a respected and effective independent role within climate policymaking and implementation, by giving it the power to publish its own reports, and
c. make the low carbon roadmaps every 5 years and ensure they contain carbon budgets,.
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TARGETS

The programme for government is committed to provide ‘certainty surrounding government policy and a clear pathway for emission reductions’.  Short and long term targets provide the certainty needed by investors, both businesses and householders, to invest now in low-carbon technology knowing that the payback will come as emissions fall and the cost of polluting rises. They also provide the impetus for timely and adequate action to cut emissions. Quantifiable targets are the only way to ensure accountability. They act as a clear benchmark against which to measure progress. Only a numeric target can be clear.
Given Ireland is already committed to EU and international targets, putting them into national legislation is about supporting a domestic policy cycle focused on achieving those targets and increasing transparency and accountability. A 2020 target that covers the whole economy (and not just emissions included in the EU ETS) should be inserted to drive sector wide emission reductions. Targets for 2030 and 2040 should also be set to put Ireland on a trajectory for meeting the 2050 target. Without phased targets, there is a risk that much of the emission reductions that need to be made could be left to the final hour.

A 2050 target is yet to be agreed at the European level but the European Council Heads of Government has stated as an EU objective the need to cut emissions by 80-95% by 2050. This is in line with the science, which states that emissions in developed countries should be reduced by the order of 80%-95% by 2050 if we are to avoid dangerous climate change (IPCC, 2007). 

A 2050 target of 80-95% should be inserted to ensure Ireland is playing its part.
Leaving targets out of the climate change bill threatens to undermine the fundamental role of this critical piece of legislation. 
EXPERT ADVISORY BODY

The Expert Advisory Body plays a key role in terms of accountability and transparency. It is crucial that the Expert Advisory Body has the power to publish its own reports. The Bill in its current formulation leaves the publication of reports to the government’s discretion. In order for this legislation to be effective, 

the Expert Advisory Body must have the power to publish its own reports.

LOW CARBON ROADMAP

The Low Carbon Roadmap must be more frequent than every 7 years – at a minimum every 5 years.  This would align it closer to the cycle of political accountability.  Legally binding 5-year carbon budgets are necessary to ensure that the government is constantly reducing emissions, rather than leaving the issue for the next administration to take care of. The Low Carbon Roadmap should also contain carbon budgets. The important difference between a target and a budget is that a target is about emissions at a single point in time, while a budget captures the total emissions over the period. While longer term targets are necessary as statements of Ireland’s intention, these targets fall outside of the lifetime of any government. An effective carbon budget mechanism, akin to the fiscal budget process, is essential to ensure political accountability and timely action. 
A provision for the inclusion of carbon budgets in the Low Carbon Roadmap should be included.
� “A Summary of the State of Knowledge on Climate Change Impacts for Ireland”


� http://www.epa.ie/newsandevents/news/name,51811,en.html
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