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8. Republic of Ireland 
 

8.1 Households 
There are around 1.2 million households in Ireland (Table 8.1). Apart from Spain, Irish households have 
the largest average size in the EU. There are no official projections of future household numbers, 
however, the population is not expected to start declining before 2030 (Eurostat, 1998). 
 
Fuel poverty is as widespread and serious a problem in Ireland as in the UK. Despite increases in average 
weekly household expenditure over the last few years, income disparities have widened (particularly at 
regional level). Fuel-poor households in Ireland consist, on average, of 1.2 people, and for heating rely 
heavily on solid fuel (usually coal in an open fire or back boiler) and electricity (often portable electric 
fires), the two most expensive available fuels per unit of heat supplied (CSO, 1999). In 1994, as many as 
11% of low-income households lacked hot running water, compared to a national average of 6% 
(Eurostat, 1998). In the same year, one third of a sample of 101 local authority householders in inner city 
Dublin had arrears of electricity or gas (CPA, 1996). 
 
One of the factors contributing to the problem of fuel poverty is an energy inefficient housing stock, of 
which 33% was constructed before 1946, and 58% before 1971 (IEC, 1996). Particularly at risk of fuel 
poverty are people living in older houses, those dependent on open fires (without back boilers or central 
heating), and low-income households (including those receiving welfare payments). 13% of dwellings 
have no insulation at all (IEC, 1996). The proportion of households owning their own home is relatively 
high, and the vast majority of households live in single-family houses (Eurostat, 1998). 
 

Table 8. 1:  Household data (Ireland) 

 Year Source 
Number of households 1,191,900 1997 CSO, 1998 
Average household size 3.1 1996 Eurostat, 1998 
% 1-person households 22% 1996 Eurostat, 1998 
Average floor area 97 m2 1995 Irish Energy Centre, 1996 
% owner-occupying households 81% 1994 Eurostat, 1998 
% in single houses 93% 1995 Irish Energy Centre, 1996 
 

8.2 Natural gas 
BGE (Bord Gáis Éireann) is the company responsible for the supply, transmission, distribution and sale 
of natural gas in the Republic of Ireland (there are no competing domestic suppliers as yet). Ireland has a 
long history of gas use, going back to the manufacture and supply of coal-based town gas in the early 
nineteenth century. The low pressure network for distributing town gas was already in place in the Dublin 
area, so when natural gas was introduced following the discovery of the Kinsale Head gas field in the 
early 1970s a significant amount of urban infrastructure was already in place, and natural gas rapidly 
entered the market. 
 
The domestic market and the low pressure distribution network have expanded greatly since the 1970s, 
and continue to do so. The importance of gas as a domestic fuel increased after the introduction of a ban 
in 1990 on the sale of coal to reduce air pollution in Dublin, and solid fuels are expected to be the main 
casualty of the rise of gas. The gas grid itself has doubled in extent over the last 15 years (Figure 9.1). In 
1998, around 18,000 household connections were made, representing 1.5% of all Irish households. At 
present, almost half a million households (41% of the total) have a natural gas supply (Table 8.2) or are 
living within reach of the network, of which around 322,000 (27%) use natural gas for space heating, 
water heating, cooking or tumble drying (BGE, 1999b). 
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The expansion of the natural gas network to all major towns and cities, as far as practicable, is a key 
priority. BGE is keen to maximise household connections in areas served by existing infrastructure.  As in 
much of Europe, nearly all new housing developments in Ireland opt for natural gas. Despite the 
environmental and cost advantages, many households (particularly elderly households) cannot afford to 
install gas central heating. BGE’s NetSaver Programme, providing free connection for homes that are 
within 15 metres of a main pipeline, goes some way toward overcoming this. At least one local authority 
has implemented a five-year plan to connect all senior citizens to the gas network, but there are no plans 
to extend supply to social housing, and there is still a need to address the problem of fuel poverty through 
national policy initiatives (Tithe an Oireachtas, 1998). 
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Figure 8. 1:  Expansion of the low pressure gas distribution network in Ireland 

Source: BGE, 1999 
 
The confirmation of the discovery of the Corrib field in August 1999 is likely to have a strong influence 
on government thinking regarding the development of national gas infrastructure (Cedigaz, 1999), and 
BGE anticipates spending as much as 1.3 billion Euros on infrastructural development before 2004 to 
keep pace with rising demand in the generation and residential sectors.  
 

Table 8. 2:  Natural gas (Ireland) 

  Year Source 
Number of connected households 322,000 1997 BGE, 1999 
Annual household connections 18,000 1998 BGE, 1999 
Proportion of connected households 27% 1997 BGE, 1999 
% Population living in gas supply area 41% 1998 IGU, 1998 
Number of domestic suppliers 1 1998 Tithe an Oireachtas, 1998 
 

8.3 Domestic energy market 
Ireland did not suffer from the slowdown of household consumption which affected all other EU Member 
States at the beginning of the 1990s, due to consistent growth in GDP and final energy demand at the 
highest rates in the EU (European Commission, 1999; Eurostat, 1998). Table 8.3 shows the profile of fuel 
consumption (by type) for the domestic sector in 1996 (IEA/OECD, 1998b). 
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Table 8. 3:  Fuel consumption profile for the Irish domestic sector, 1996 

Fuel type TWh % 
Coal 7.9 31 
Oil 7.8 31 
Natural gas 3.5 14 
Combustibles, renewables and waste 0.5 2 
Electricity 5.7 22 
Total 25.5 100 

Source: IEA/OECD, 1998b; ESB, 1999 
 
The bulk of domestic natural gas is consumed by space heating, whereas LPG is most important in 
cooking (Table 8.4). 
 

Table 8. 4:  Breakdown of domestic fuel consumption (%) by major end-use* (Ireland) 

Fuel type Space heating Water heating Cooking Other 
Natural gas 87.6 12.0 0.4 0.0 
LPG and manufactured gas 28.5 2.0 69.5 0.0 
Electricity 11.7 10.7 20.8 56.9 
Solid fuels (coal and wood) 87.7 9.5 2.7 0.0 
Oil 82.4 15.7 1.9 0.0 
Total 70.7 11.1 8.2 10.0 
* Based on 1995 data 
Source: IEC, 1996 
 
In 1998, the domestic sector consumed 3.7 TWh of natural gas (Eurogas, 1998). Residential consumption 
data from IEA suggest that volume sales of natural gas increased by 2.5 times between 1990 and 1996 
(Figure 8.2) (IEA/OECD 1998b).  
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Figure 8. 2:  Growth in domestic consumption of natural gas, 1990-1996 (Ireland) 

Source: IEA/OECD, 1998b 
 
Over one quarter of Ireland’s electricity is now generated from natural gas (BGE, 1999), with coal as the 
largest component (around 50%) of the generation mix. 
 
Domestic prices for electricity and natural gas in 1996 were very close to the EU average, at 0.093 ECU 
per kWh for electricity (0.098 average) and 0.029 ECU per kWh for gas (0.026 average) (European 
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Commission, 1999). However, at the beginning of 1999, customers of ESB (the Irish Electricity Supply 
Board) were paying prices lower than the EU average by almost 18%, and electricity prices were the third 
cheapest in the EU (after Greece and Finland). Households in Northern Ireland pay around 24% more for 
their electricity than households in the Republic: around 83 Euros every two months compared to 66 
Euros over the same period in the Republic (ESB, 1999). 
 

8.4 Space heating 
Solid fuels, predominantly coal, have the largest share in the space heating market, followed by oil, which 
is the main fuel for central heating systems; coal and natural gas also have significant shares in the central 
heating market (Table 8.5). LPG is not important as a space heating fuel. Almost three-quarters of homes 
are centrally heated (IEC, 1996), although this falls to less than 30% in inner-city local authority housing, 
where one quarter of homes rely on open fires, and a further 28% on open fires and back boiler (CPA, 
1996). Oil and coal are the most common central heating fuels. Less than 2% have no heating provision at 
all (IEC, 1996). 

Table 8. 5:  Ownership of space heating equipment by fuel type (% of dwellings), Ireland, 1995 

System type  
Fuel type Central Non-central All systems 
Solid fuels 21.7 (coal) 20.7 (coal/wood) 42.3 
Oil 26.6 2.3 28.9 
Natural gas 14.9 1.0 15.8 
Other/mixed 6.2 0.0 6.2 
Electricity 2.3 1.7 4.0 
LPG/manufactured gas 1.2 1.1 2.3 
Total 72.7 26.7 - 
No heating 1.9 
Additional heating equipment 47.0 
Source: IEC, 1996 
 
This pattern of equipment ownership closely reflects national energy consumption patterns for space 
heating (Table 8.6). Most domestic consumption of natural gas (88%) is due to space heating, therefore 
the majority of projected growth in domestic demand will be in this sector. 
 

Table 8. 6:  National energy consumption by residential space heating, Ireland, 1995 

Fuel type GWh % share 
Solid fuels (coal and wood) 10,632 57 
Oil 4,920 26 
Natural gas 2,347 13 
Electricity 541 3 
LPG and manufactured gas 210 1 
Total 18,651 100% 
Source: IEC, 1996 
 

8.5 Water heating 
Virtually all households with central heating systems (oil, coal or gas) use the same system for heating 
water. In 1995, independent electric systems had a slightly higher share in domestic water heating than 
natural gas (Table 8.7), however the gas sector can be expected to increase with rising numbers of 
household connections to the distribution network. Almost 5% of principal dwellings do not have any 
provision for hot water (IEC, 1996). 
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Table 8. 7:  Ownership of water heating equipment by fuel type (% of dwellings), Ireland, 1995 

Linked to central heating?  
Fuel type Yes No All 
Oil 26.6 0.0 26.6 
Solid fuels 21.7 0.0 21.7 
Electricity 0.0 16.6 16.6 
Natural gas 14.9 0.4 15.3 
Other/mixed 6.2 5.9 12.0 
LPG/manufactured gas <1.2 <0.1 1.2 
Total 70.4 23.0 93.4 
No provision for hot water 4.5 
Source: IEC, 1996 
 
Coal and wood accounts for the largest share of energy consumption for water heating, followed by oil 
(Table 8.8). The share of natural gas is expected to increase at the expense of coal. 
 

Table 8. 8: National energy consumption by residential water heating, Ireland, 1995 

Fuel type GWh % share 
Electricity 495 17 
Solid fuels (coal and wood) 1,156 40 
Oil 936 32 
Natural gas 321 11 
LPG and manufactured gas 14 0.5 
Total 2,923 100% 
Source: IEC, 1996 
 

8.6 Cooking 
In 1995, electricity was the most popular cooking fuel (Tables 8.9 and 8.10). Given European-wide trends 
in cooking, the share of electric cooking may increase, although the growth of gas penetration may 
counterbalance this tendency. 

Table 8. 9:  Ownership of cooking equipment (% dwellings) by fuel type, Ireland, 1995 

Fuel type % dwellings 
Electricity 49.7 
LPG and manufactured gas 20.1 
Solid fuels 10.6 
Natural gas 10.5 
Oil 3.0 
Gas and electricity 0.8 
No cooking facilities 3.2 
Source: IEC, 1996 
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Table 8. 10:  National cooking energy consumption (GWh per annum) by fuel type, Ireland, 1995 

Fuel type GWh % share 
Electricity 963 44.3 
LPG and manufactured gas 512 23.5 
Solid fuels (coal and wood) 331 15.2 
Natural gas 253 11.7 
Oil 114 5.2 
Total 2,173 100 
Source: IEC, 1996 
 

8.7 Appliances and lighting 
In 1995, domestic lights and appliances consumed an estimated 2.64TWh of electricity (IEC, 1996). 
Ownership levels of major appliance types are given in Table 8.11. 
 

Table 8. 11:  Ownership of domestic electrical appliances, Ireland, 1995 

Appliance type % households 
Fridge 50.9 
Freezer 22.5 
Fridge-freezer 49.4 
Washing machine 85.6 
Tumble dryer 26.3 
Dishwasher 18.7 
Microwave 46.6 
TV 97.9 
VCR 64.9 
PC 16.0 
Source: IEC, 1996; CSO, 1999 
 

8.8 Policies and programmes for domestic energy efficiency 

8.8.1 National initiatives 

• In 1998, a package of energy efficiency-related revisions to the 1992 Building Regulations included a 
rating for the energy efficiency of heating systems. It is estimated that the 1992 Regulations have had 
the result of reducing overall energy use in buildings by up to 20%. However, over 80% of the 
housing stock was constructed before 1992 (IEA, 1999). 

 
• The National Fuel Scheme is an income support measure catering for households who are unable to 

meet their heating needs (usually those on long-term benefits). The Fuel Allowance was a weekly 
payment equivalent to around 6.3 Euros (rising to 10 Euros for inner-city areas where coal had been 
banned) between mid-October and mid-April. In addition to the Fuel Allowance, a supplementary 
payment, dependent on fuel type, and designed to contribute towards the costs of cooking and 
lighting, was provided towards the energy costs of certain groups of social welfare claimants, 
particularly the elderly. The supplement could take the form of: payment of a certain amount of free 
electricity units; a similar allowance for natural gas, or a voucher for a cylinder of LPG. In all, about 
275,000 households -around 25% of all households - were dependent on the National Fuel Scheme in 
1995. This represented an increase of around 70,000 households since 1988, when 21% of 
households received NFS benefits (CPA, 1996). The Combat Poverty Agency has attributed the 
rising numbers of NFS dependants to the inadequacy of social welfare payments. 
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• The Energy Action Programme is a charitable enterprise established in 1988 in order to offer a free 
energy conservation service. Simple cost-effective measures are offered, such as attic insulation, 
draught proofing and installing energy efficient light bulbs, with the aim of improving the living 
conditions of the poor and the elderly. Over 13,000 households have benefited from Energy Action 
since 1988, with estimated annual average energy savings of up to 51,000 Euros (IEA, 1999). 

 
• The Irish Energy Centre runs a number of activities related to boiler services such as the National 

Boiler Awards and training for domestic boiler service personnel (IEA, 1999). 
 
• There is much activity in the field of information campaigns. Since 1992, the Irish Energy Centre has 

attempted to provide consumers with better understanding of opportunities for behavioural change 
through an annual Energy Awareness Week. 1998 Energy Awareness Week resulted in consumer 
investments giving estimated savings of around 2.9 million Euros. IEC also produces leaflets and 
other publications for householders, sponsor a television series on home-making and interior design 
which carries a strong energy efficiency message, and run educational programmes in schools (IEA, 
1999). 

 

8.8.2 Utilities 

• The GoldShield Homes project is an initiative run by the Irish electricity utility ESB to build all-
electric new dwellings with electric underfloor and ceiling heating systems (through which heat is 
distributed by means of sealed cables), with additional electric storage heaters in the main living 
areas. The electric heating systems include individual room thermostats for space heating, the use of 
time controls and off-peak electricity for space and water heating, and promote the use of energy 
efficient domestic appliances. ESB estimate that total annual fuel bills for an average GoldShield 
home range from 360 to 760 Euros per annum, and that the typical installed cost of heating averages 
23 Euros per m2, compared to a typical low-pressure water-based oil- or natural gas-fired central 
heating system at 29 Euros per m2. ESB market these dwellings on the basis of low running costs, 
particularly with reference to space heating, and more than 40,000 had been constructed by mid-1999 
(ESB, 1999). 

 
• The Irish gas utility BGE also run a new housing programme, known as the Home Energy Rated 

brand. New homes with natural gas central heating are given an energy audit to determine the energy 
required to maintain a high level of comfort in the home. The ratings are given as kWh required per 
m2. Homes that achieve a rating of 250 or less are branded Natural Gas Energy Rated homes (IEA, 
1999). BGE also operates a heating installation inspection and maintenance scheme for its domestic 
customers.  

 
• The NetSaver programme: BGE offers free connection to the natural gas network for all households 

within 15 metres of the gas grid (if additional pipework is required, BGE offer the option of paying 
for this in instalments on the gas bill). 
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