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Focus On

Engineers stepping up to the 
mark to ensure green future

I
f we can’t guarantee energy supply 
it is going to jeopardise our FDI 
[foreign direct investment] efforts, 
Sean Finlay, the business devel-
opment director of Geoscience 
Ireland, has warned.

“Data centres form part of the demand 
on Ireland’s energy, but they are not the 
only inward investment sector looking 
for a reliable supply,” he said. “You need 
energy for every industry, from pharma-
ceuticals to financial services. A secure 
energy supply is fundamental to our 
continued economic growth.”

Our challenge was to move away from 
fossil fuels, said Finlay. “It is a perfectly 
reasonable and laudable objective, but we 
do face a gap. We are not going to be able 
to fully rely on renewables for some time.

“The wind energy contribution has 
been low recently, and there are gaps in 
our supplementary power coverage with 
gas plants out of commission in recent 
months. We will have to rely on natural 
gas as a transition fuel and may have to 
consider LNG imports as well.”

Finlay said the government was 
strongly committed to developing the 
potential of offshore wind energy. “There 
is enthusiastic phraseology around 
this and how we could be ‘the Qa-
tar of wind energy’. This ambition is 
achievable, but our planning regime 
for offshore developments needs to 
be streamlined.”

He said our near neighbours in Brit-
ain had shown the benefits of having a 
one-stop shop for offshore energy. The 
Crown Estate deals with every aspect 
of it in Britain, but we are fragmented 
between three or four agencies.

The Maritime Area Planning Bill which 
will address these problems is at the third 
stage in Dáil Eireann. “To implement it 
properly, Bord Pleanála will need sub-
stantial additional resources. Getting 
grid connections for offshore wind is 
a major challenge too. The Irish Acad-
emy of Engineering has published a 
key analysis of this issue.”

Like offshore wind, the potential 
of geothermal energy is immense, 
but it also requires a proper regula-
tory framework. 

“A Geothermal Bill was drafted in 
2010 which is being revisited by the 
Department of Environment, Climate 
and Communications under energy 
minister Eamon Ryan. 

There is a considerable amount of 
research under way led by Geological 
Survey Ireland and on various third-level 
campuses and through an EU fund proj-
ect led by Geoscience Ireland. The SFI 
funded project – the Irish Centre for 
Research in Applied Geoscience – is 
also involved, so the science and 
engineering aspects of this energy 
source are getting a lot of attention.”

Engineers are at the forefront 
of developing solutions to the cli-
mate emergency, said PJ Ryan, a 
director in Ethos Engineering and 
convenor of the ACEI Sustainability 
Committee.

“Engineers have already developed 
new e-mobility solutions for transport 
which will be the ‘new normal’ in 2030,” 
said Ryan. “They will work to develop 
new solutions to decarbonise the gas grid 
with the injection of biogas and green 
hydrogen. Research groups will develop 
carbon capture and storage and renew-
able technologies.

“Energy storage will be crucial for the 
electricity grid in addition to design-
ing a more resilient and adapted ‘smart 
grid’, which is harmonised to balance 
the demands of heat pumps and electric 
vehicle charging. 

Another important aspect will be 
matching energy demand with renew-
able energy production on an hourly 
basis in order that energy consumption 

In dealing with 
climate change, 
we need creative, 
flexible, holistic 
engineering 
solutions in almost 
every area. The 
good news is 
that the sector is 
already in the fray, 
writes Lorraine 
Courtney

“Earlier this year the ACEI launched 
its new Sustainability Vision, driven 
by its active Sustainability Committee. 
ACEI members are committed to helping 
deliver greenhouse gas targets in line 
with necessary climate change scenar-
ios, covering buildings and travel as a 
minimum. In that regard, ACEI is sup-
porting firms to register and undertake 
the international Pledge to Net Zero 
commitment and a webinar launch 
of this initiative for the association 
is planned for November 9, 2021.”

The government has highlighted 
renewable energy, electric grid in-

frastructure, public transport, electric 
vehicles and home energy retrofitting 
as priorities. 

“Engineers contribute to the develop-
ment of infrastructure, including energy 
infrastructure from many perspectives, 
said the registrar at Engineers Ireland, 
Damien Owens.

“These include preliminary concepts, 
pre-planning and design, scope and de-
sign, project management, inspection 
and certification, health and safety 
supervision, and much more.

“Engineers Ireland recognises, and 
will respond to, the clear call for new 
and innovative engineering solutions.” 

Owens said education would be 
pivotal to our green future. “Our high-
er education system, that is third-level 
education, needs a sustainable funding 
model to respond to current challenges 
and to prepare for longer-term transi-
tions. 

A ready supply of engineers will be 
crucial for the delivery of the revised 
National Development Plan and gov-
ernment’s climate ambitions.”

Engineers Ireland asked engineering 
leaders and a sample of engineering 
academics this question in 2020: Over 
the next ten years, what skills will en-
gineers need to develop?

“Two of the main areas were digi-
talisation (BIM, data management and 
analytics, programming, AR/VR, AI, IoT) 

and sustainability (environmental im-
pact, energy efficiency, green construc-
tion, renewable energy),” said Owens.

Our engineers of the future will be 
presented with complex problems and 
will need to consider multi-perspective 
views, while being conscious of long-
term effects, risk and the impacts of 
decisions on society, he said. 

“These engineers will most certain-
ly need fundamental technical skills, 
but as the rate of change in technology 
increases, engineers must also become 
highly flexible lifelong learners.

“Student engineers of the future will 
need to master technical tools such as 
mathematics, as well as a broad palette 
of cross-functional and professional 
skills that will allow them to find ways 
of applying fundamental tools to the 
practice of achieving sustainable engi-
neering projects.”

can be truly carbon free.”
Members of the Association of Con-

sulting Engineers of Ireland (ACEI) were 
designing energy solutions to help reduce 
carbon emissions from our homes and 
environment, said ACEI secretary Gen-
eral, Sarah Ingle.

Damien Owens, Registrar at Engineers 
Ireland; PJ Ryan, Director in Ethos 
Engineering and Convenor of the 
ACEI Sustainability Committee, Sean 
Finlay, Business Development Director, 
Geoscience Ireland


