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Executive summary 

This report investigates key concepts and debates in environmental justice and how they relate to 

Ireland, in so far as data is available. We define environmental justice as follows: 

 

Environmental justice is the extent to which the physical and economic burdens of pollution 

and degradation, as well as environmental benefits, are equitably distributed across 

society, both spatially and temporally, and the degree to which individuals and communities 

most vulnerable to environmental risks can access and participate in relevant decision-

making processes. 

 
An environmental justice lens calls attention to the ways in which different groups and communities 

experience environmental burdens such as climate change, pollution, or energy poverty, or enjoy 

environmental benefits such as access to green space and fresh, affordable food. Environmental 

pollution—whether local, in the form of air or water pollution, or global, in the case of climate change—

can damage human health and well-being. Socio-economic disadvantage makes some communities 

and households more vulnerable to the effects of both environmental pollution and the policies that are 

intended to address it.  

 

Policy context and data gaps  
There is a significant gap in the application of the principles of environmental justice in Ireland. To date, 

there has been no national study that correlates data on environmental quality for a range of indicators 

with spatial representations of disadvantage or marginalisation. This means that our understanding of 

both environmental impacts and social inequalities is limited by a major gap in information. 

 

The most recent review of the state of Ireland’s environment, published in 2020 by the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), highlights the erosion of important and protected ecosystems and loss of 

biodiversity on an unprecedented scale, as well as the decline in environmental quality across a range 

of important indicators (EPA, 2020a). However, the social and distributional impacts of these trends has 

not been investigated by relevant agencies in Ireland.  

Public participation and exclusion 
Participating in the decisions that affect you or your community is a core dimension of environmental 

justice. As part of this project, the research team held a workshop with representatives of vulnerable 

and marginalised communities to hear their experiences of environmental degradation and social 

injustice. The participants in our workshop perceived their communities to be largely excluded from 

environmental and planning decisions. They expressed frustration with consultation processes, where 

the final decisions side-lined their concerns altogether.  

 

Low-income, migrant, and Traveller communities have difficulties in getting their voices heard, 

especially in an era where many decisions end up in the courts, where legal costs are prohibitively 

expensive. Public participation in environmental decision-making, which is a right of every citizen under 

the Aarhus Convention, is greatly constrained by the imposition of fees for making submissions, very 

high legal costs, as well as the need to engage with online platforms.  

 

Impacts on vulnerable and marginalised communities  
Environmental injustice can be seen where pollution is concentrated in certain geographical areas, and 

among communities that have the least influence or power in the policy process. It can manifest through 

the power of the State to criminalise certain forms of protest and activism. It can also occur where there 

is no political accountability for decisions that are made, e.g., where laws are passed but not 

implemented. Successful engagement by communities will require investment in capacity building, 
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sustained support, and a deliberative, participatory form of dialogue that makes room for the voices of 

the marginalised.  

 

One of the areas where both environmental pollution and climate policy has significant impacts on 

vulnerable communities is in relation to energy poverty. Carbon taxes add to the cost of fossil fuel 

heating, and are regressive. For this reason, energy poverty must be tackled in ways that support low-

income households whether in the rented, privately owned, or social housing sectors with income 

supports along with retrofitting measures.  

 

The EPA estimates that 1,300 deaths are caused by air pollution annually in Ireland. While studies have 

linked increased hospital admissions with air pollution exposure in certain disadvantaged areas of 

Dublin, there is no published research on the impacts on children of poor air quality. Other 

environmental impacts such as poor water quality and illegal waste disposal sites affect some 

communities more than others. Climate risks such as flooding also have the potential to pose uneven 

impacts. Flood damage disproportionally hurts low-income households, particularly families with 

dependent children and households with a head at retirement age. 

 

Access to public services 
Not surprisingly, Ireland’s housing crisis is having a significant toll on the well-being of households and 

communities unable to afford spiralling rents or housing in locations that offer good amenities. In fact, 

the very absence of environmental amenities associated with gentrified urban areas (e.g., trees, litter 

control, parks, lower housing densities) can lead to lower property values and rents, which may in turn 

contribute to the affordability of an area for low-income residents.  

 

Transport is another example of a public service that does not meet the needs of everyone equally. 

Transport poverty is under-explored in Ireland given the historical primacy of private car in transport 

planning and capital spending. Transport poverty is defined as a lack of access to essential goods and 

services, as well as ‘lock-out’ from planning and decision-making processes. While car use exacerbates 

air and noise pollution, favouring it over other sustainable modes of transport also generates other 

forms of inequality and social deprivation where people on lower incomes who cannot afford a car have 

difficulty accessing jobs, shops, and public amenities, and engaging in community and social activities.  

 

Marginalised voices 
The groups of people vulnerable to environmental injustice may be defined by where they live, their age 

or by their group identity. For example, while very young children and babies are particularly vulnerable 

to environmental pollution, ageing also makes us more physically vulnerable to air pollution, traffic, and 

community severance. Travellers experience high rates of unemployment and health inequalities, due 

to the sub-standard accommodation many families are forced to experience. 

 

Women are particularly vulnerable to environmental risks due to the gender dimension to socio-

economic disadvantage and exposure to toxins. Migrants experience exclusion and discrimination on 

grounds of race, ethnicity, language barriers, and residency status, along with difficulties accessing 

housing. But these are not perceived as issues of environmental justice, and they find themselves 

excluded from decision-making as a result. 

 

Recommendations to address environmental injustice 
This report sets out key recommendations to improve the monitoring of environmental pollution and its 

correlation with measures of deprivation and vulnerability, as well as to strengthen the pursuit of 

environmental justice in Ireland:  
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 Improved data collection and information provision will be critical to enhancing the Aarhus 

principle of access to information and public participation on environmental issues. 

 Access to environmental justice, also a right under the Aarhus Convention, needs to be 

resourced by ensuring that civil legal aid is available to community and environmental groups 

who wish to take legal actions in defence of the environment. 

 Enhanced community engagement should be resourced and supported, and effective 

remedies for harms caused by environmental injustices should be provided.  

 A new legal framework for environmental rights should be thoroughly explored, via a 

citizens’ assembly or other review. Such an initiative should explore the potential for defining 

environmental rights and the rights of future people through an ombudsman for future 

generations, as in Wales. 

 Finally, a national policy statement on environmental justice urgently needs to be 

developed that should be applied by all public bodies in their decision-making functions, and 

a mechanism should be developed to ensure that all climate and energy policy decisions are 

fully poverty proofed in advance. 
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Introduction

“I think the conversation on 
environment and environmental 
issues, excludes especially 
marginalised groups.”

— Workshop participant
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1. Introduction 

Environmental problems, whether they be in the form of pollution, hazards, or biodiversity loss and 

climate change, affect us all. However, they do not necessarily affect us all equally. Nor do we all have 

the same power to effect changes or make decisions about our environment. Social positioning, identity, 

class, and geography can have a significant bearing on the type and degree of environmental burdens 

that certain communities bear (Lerner, 2010). Compounding this inequality is the exclusion from 

environmental decision-making of some social, ethnic, and demographic groups, especially the 

Traveller community and migrants, alongside the very poor, very young, and future generations 

(Bogojevic, 2020). The growing field of environmental justice research calls attention to the ways in 

which different groups and communities experience environmental burdens such as climate change, 

pollution, or energy poverty, or enjoy environmental benefits such as access to green space and fresh, 

local food (Holifield et al., 2017). Climate and energy policies that drive up the costs of energy or that 

lead to job losses have the potential to disproportionately affect groups experiencing poverty, social 

exclusion, or inequality (Bickerstaff et al., 2013). Therefore, environmental justice research also 

explores ways to design climate and environmental policies that recognise and address the 

vulnerabilities of certain individuals and groups. 

 

This report provides an overview of the key concepts and debates in environmental justice, and how 

they relate to Ireland, in so far as data is available. There is a significant gap in our understanding of 

environmental justice in Ireland, particularly as it pertains to marginalised and vulnerable groups that 

may experience environmental harms that are either hidden from view—such as NOx air pollution—or 

simply accepted as ‘normal’, such as heavy traffic and community severance. While extensive research 

has been conducted in other jurisdictions on this topic,i it remains a neglected area of study in Ireland, 

where the focus of much environmental social science research has focused on the siting of 

infrastructure or contested development paradigms in the context of Ireland’s relatively late 

modernisation (Leonard, 2007; Leonard, 2018; Fahy, 2020; Garavan, 2007). To date, there has been 

no national study that correlates data on environmental quality for a range of indicators with spatial 

representations of disadvantage or marginalisation. This leads to a major gap in information, reporting 

and thus awareness and mobilisation around issues relating to local environmental justice. In tandem, 

what environmental quality reporting we do have from state agencies, especially the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), tends to side-line environmental and social justice impacts (see, for example, 

EPA, 2020a). 

 

This report presents the findings of a project undertaken by researchers in the School of Law and 

Government at Dublin City University in conjunction with Community Law and Mediation, an 

independent, community-based law centre with offices in Coolock, Dublin and Limerick. The project 

was funded by the Irish Research Council under the New Foundations 2020 funding scheme. The 

research involved a desk study of relevant national and international literature and policy documents. 

This was followed by a workshop hosted by the project team and involving representatives of 

organisations working with a range of vulnerable and marginalised communities. We are very grateful 

to the workshop participants for sharing their time, expertise, and insights with us. We have included 

contributions from the workshop participants throughout the report, to give a rich flavour of the real-

world experience of environmental injustice. 

 

The report proceeds as follows. Section 2 consists of a literature review, exploring the concept of 

environmental justice and its various dimensions. Section 3 then examines environmental justice within 

Ireland, looking at available datasets, and the national policy context. This sets the basis for section 4, 

which considers environmental justice issues in Ireland and highlights gaps in available data and 
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literature. Section 5 concludes with recommendations for policymaking and further research. Alongside 

this project report, we are publishing a summary for policymakers and a resource for vulnerable and 

marginalised communities. These are available at www.communitylawandmediation.ie/environmental-

justice-in-ireland. 

 
  

http://www.communitylawandmediation.ie/environmental-justice-in-ireland
http://www.communitylawandmediation.ie/environmental-justice-in-ireland
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Environmental justice: 
Key concepts and 
components

“Environmental conditions just 
impact on every absolutely 
every aspect of people’s lives. 
And it’s completely linked to 
the kind of wealth levels in 
a particular area.”

— Workshop participant
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2. Environmental justice: Key concepts and components 

Since its earliest formulations in the 1980s by sociologists such as Robert Bullard (1983; 1994), 

research into environmental justice has expanded in scope and the concept has been embraced by 

many diverse disciplines, from geography to sociology, law and political science, using quantitative, 

qualitative and normative methods of analysis. The focus of environmental justice debates has also 

evolved over time, from referring almost exclusively to the siting of hazardous materials in low income 

and minority communities in the US from the 1960s to an emerging discourse that connects ecological 

principles to social justice more broadly (Schlosberg, 2009; Walker, 2012) and to questions of climate 

and energy justice (Harlan et al., 2015; Jenkins et al., 2016). It is now often used in reference to a more 

general set of issues of equity or fairness, often considered via procedural, geographic and social 

aspects (Bowen, 2017, p.53, Kruize, 2007). However, environmental justice is still concerned with 

broadly the same questions identified by activists and researchers in the 1980s: 

 

[Environmental justice] raises questions about how the environment impacts on different 

people’s lives. Does pollution follow the poor? Are some communities far more vulnerable 

to the impacts of flooding or climate change than others? Are the benefits of access to 

greenspace for all, or only for some? Do powerful voices dominate environmental 

decisions to the exclusion of others? (Walker, 2012, p.2) 

This section takes a more in-depth look at environmental justice. Section 2.1 first defines environmental 

justice, then considers the distinctions between inequality and injustice, outlines the capabilities and 

rights approaches to environmental justice, and finishes by discussing the related concepts of climate 

justice and just transition. Section 2.2 gives overviews of three dimensions of environmental justice: 

distributive justice, procedural justice, and recognition and identity.  

 

2.1 A review of key concepts 

2.1.1 Defining and measuring environmental justice 

While the term ‘environmental justice’ has increasingly become part of the language of environmental 

activism and political debate (Walker, 2012), it can mean different things to those who refer to and 

advocate for it (Harvey, 1996). While social movements campaigning for environmental justice may 

frame their demands normatively and see themselves as deeply embedded in other social movements, 

especially for racial justice (Sicotte and Brulle, 2017), political and legal theorists offer analytical 

approaches to environmental justice as a concept underpinned by principles of fairness and equality in 

legal, regulatory, and institutional contexts (Bell and Carrick, 2017). As environmental justice discourses 

move across analytical, normative, and empirical boundaries, there may be confusion and 

misunderstandings about whether facts or values are at stake in any given claim (Bowen, 2017).  

 

“I think the conversation on environment and environmental issues, excludes 
especially marginalized groups.” 

-Workshop participant 

While there is no right or wrong way to ‘do’ environmental justice, these distinctions have important 

methodological implications (Mohai and Saha, 2015). Scholars who conduct research may engage in 

empirical research by collecting data that supports or refutes a hypothesis linking environmental harms 

and some measure of social deprivation or vulnerability. Other researchers deploy normative arguments 

that build on theories of social justice, environmental change, or geographies of difference. These may 

draw upon participatory processes or qualitative data that engages with topics such as how people 

relate to their local environment, or how social relations are shaped by physical surroundings and 

economic factors (Harvey, 1996). The lines between normative and empirical approaches often blur, 

depending on the starting point and research questions chosen. We should not assume that explicitly 
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empirical questions are value free, or that research questions are necessarily ethically or politically 

neutral (as discussed by Ottinger, 2017). For example, research investigating whether pollution is 

correlated with social class or income is inevitably underpinned by assumptions about social systems 

and stratification. 

 

Conscious of these limitations and inevitable biases, the objective of this project is to both examine the 

nature and extent of environmental injustice in Ireland, but also to empower vulnerable and 

marginalised communities to mobilise around these issues, especially during a time of increases in the 

cost of living for low income households.  

 

Box 2.1: Distinguishing marginalisation from vulnerability 

It is useful to distinguish between marginalisation and vulnerability. Marginalisation implies a degree 

of social exclusion, peripherality, or the lack or denial of resources, rights, goods, and services, 

including the ability to participate in the normal relationships and activities available to the majority of 

people in a society, whether in economic, social, cultural or political arenas. Marginalisation can occur 

among geographical communities, or demographic, or social groups. 

Vulnerability, by contrast, points to differential exposure to risk or harms. Different groups of people 

may be vulnerable to environmental harms for different reasons: for instance, young children may be 

especially vulnerable to air pollution and traffic hazards, whereas this tapers off somewhat as they 

develop. Vulnerability to environmental hazards is a particular focus of population health studies 

(see, for example, Landrigan 2005). While this DCU/CLM research project focuses on the potential 

environmental injustices to marginalised communities in Ireland, it is recognised that the drivers and 

causes of marginalisation and vulnerability may overlap, and we sometimes use the terms 

interchangeably in context.  

In order to capture these dimensions, we have chosen the following definition of environmental justice 

for this project: 

 

Environmental justice is the extent to which the physical and economic burdens of pollution 

and degradation, as well as environmental benefits, are equitably distributed across 

society, both spatially and temporally, and the degree to which individuals and 

communities most vulnerable to environmental risks can access and participate in relevant 

decision-making processes. 

What is the most reliable measure of environmental justice? Conventional measures of social inequality 

(which often use income, housing status, or even car ownership as a proxy for social disadvantage) do 

not adequately capture the range of ways in which particular communities or demographics might be 

vulnerable to environmental pollution and associated health impacts. Similarly, different forms of 

vulnerability and social marginalisation can overlap and lead to compound injustice: poor air quality in 

deprived communities can lead to what Walker (2012, p.215) refers to as a ‘triple jeopardy whereby 

poor air quality can expose people to ill health who are least able to cope with that ill health’. If income 

by itself is not a good predictor of environmental injustice we need to consider alternative—compound—

metrics that capture the multiple ways in which people can be vulnerable to environmental risks using 

factors such as age, income, housing status, or ethnicity (Foster, 2017). 

 

 “Environmental conditions just impact on every absolutely every aspect of people’s 

lives. And it's completely linked to the kind of wealth levels in a particular area.” 

-Workshop participant 
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2.1.2 Human well-being, capabilities, and rights 

Some environmental justice research focuses on the extent to which environmental quality and healthy 

ecosystems support and nurture well-being, as measured via a variety of tools and indicators, 

sometimes referred to as sustainability indicators (Bell and Morse, 2012; Scott, 2012). From this 

perspective, conventional measurements of economic welfare, such as GDP, are seen as failing to 

capture the environmental burdens that are generated by economic activities, and the extent to which 

individual and collective flourishing is impacted by the current economic paradigm of capitalism 

(Raworth, 2017). 

 

The capabilities approach to measuring human well-being and development is another lens through 

which to view environmental justice (Nussbaum, 2011; Sen, 1999; 2009). The aim of this approach is 

to change the terms in which we think about human well-being and how we assess deprivation, equality 

and, ultimately, claims of justice and injustice (Day, 2017; Day et al., 2016). The central argument is 

that justice is not only about achieving an appropriate distribution of social goods (Rawls’s ‘primary 

goods’), but rather about people being able to live lives that they consider worthwhile (Edwards et al., 

2016). Examples of capabilities include the ability to live a normal-length life, to have good health, and 

to have freedom of movement. As the ability to use these capabilities will depend on circumstances, 

social environment, and context, different individuals and even communities are likely to need different 

levels of resources and support to achieve similar outcomes (Day, 2017). This approach underpins the 

United Nations Human Development Index and has been used by researchers to analyse how 

environmental burdens impact on human welfare in the case of urban air pollution (Davoudi and Brooks, 

2014), urban forestry (Whitehead, 2009), and payments for ecosystem services (Ballet et al., 2018; 

Kolinjivadi et al., 2015; Polishchuk and Rauschmayer, 2012), for example. 

 

Using the capabilities approach as a starting point, it is reasonable to argue that individuals have a right 

to these basic goods, and that failure to acknowledge such a right constitutes an injustice. In 2001 the 

United Nations Environment Programme (UNEP) declared ‘everyone has the right to live in a world free 

from toxic pollution and environmental degradation’ and that those who pollute or destroy the natural 

environment are not just committing a crime against nature, but are violating human rights as well 

(UNEP, 2001). As the purpose of basic rights is to protect against ‘standard threats’ or potential harms 

that are universally threatening (Shue, 2020; Woods, 2017), it is easy to see that environmental 

pollution, biodiversity loss and climate change all undermine well-being and represent ‘standard threats’ 

to human beings.  

 

“Sometimes people maybe don't realize what their rights are in terms of having a right 

to a healthy and accessible and an equitable environment. I think Dublin 8 has the 

lowest car ownership in the city, but [the area has] poor air quality.” 

-Workshop participant 

Environmental rights are never considered in isolation from other rights by the courts, and in practice, 

are balanced against other rights and interests, such as the right to work and the right to property. That 

said, a number of countries include environmental rights in their constitutions (Hayward, 2005; 

O’Gorman, 2017). The Aarhus Convention recognises ‘that every person has the right to live in an 

environment adequate to his or her health and well-being, and the duty, both individually and in 

association with others, to protect and improve the environment for the benefit of present and future 

generations.’ii The United Nations (UN) Special Rapporteur on Human Rights and the Environment, 

David Boyd, found that countries with constitutional environmental rights tend to have stronger 

environmental policies and are more likely to score better on metrics of sustainable development, 
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including improved outcomes for public health (Boyd, 2018). Ireland, however, does not have an explicit 

right to a clean environment in the constitution. 

“So it's a rights based approach to participation. And that starts with co-designing at 

the community level, so you co-design the process with the community who are going 

to be most impacted by the process. There's lots of really strong examples in Latin 

American countries who tend to be a little bit more progressive in terms of participatory 

rights, and procedural rights as well around the environment and climate.” 

-Workshop participant 

The issue of rights also raises the question of the entitlements of young people and future generations 

(Hiskes, 2009). The rights of future generations could be reflected in legal obligations to have regard to 

long-term impacts of decision-making; in institutional arrangements such as an ombudsman for 

children, or for the future; or by giving younger people a vote. iii While not a panacea, applying a rights-

based approach to the environmental crisis may clarify what is at stake, emphasise prevention, increase 

accountability and focus on the needs of those most affected (Bratspies, 2017).  

 

2.1.3 Climate justice and just transition 

The accelerating crises of climate breakdown and biodiversity loss pose overlapping and compounding 

threats to human lives and well-being. Food security and affordability are threatened by climatic 

changes such as drought and reduced yields, and the lives of millions are at risk from heatwaves, 

flooding, and displacement alongside attendant potential conflict and insecurity. Such impacts have the 

potential to exacerbate inequalities and vulnerabilities. Climate justice concerns (and contests) the ways 

in which climate impacts are unequally distributed both within and between societies (Chatterton et al, 

2013).  

 

Concerns about equity, or distributive justice, are widely recognized by observers and participants in 

international climate negotiations as central to effective responses to climate change and appeals to 

climate justice closely match those for global justice generally (Paterson, 2001). Background levels of 

inequality and injustice along with disparities in power and influence at international level mean that 

countries do not negotiate international solutions to climate change on anything like an equal footing. 

Many of the poorest countries of the world have contributed so little to the accumulation of greenhouse 

gases in the atmosphere that according to a recent Guardian article, even if 48 of them tripled their 

electricity consumption through use of natural gas, the resulting CO2 emissions would be less than 1% 

of the global total.iv Historically, the countries with the biggest share of global emissions are also those 

who have benefited most from the industrial revolution powered by fossil fuels and colonialism, and 

subsequent economic development. If the solution to climate change is to impose targets on limiting 

greenhouse gas emissions and thus fossil fuel consumption, climate measures at an international level 

have the potential to exacerbate or perpetuate existing barriers to development and the eradication of 

poverty unless these burdens are distributed fairly and equitably, according to countries’ ‘ability to pay’ 

and the polluter pays principle.  

 

Developing countries also argue that in order to allow them to meet the needs of their populations they 

need to be adequately compensated for climate damages caused by the emissions of rich countries, 

and supported via technology transfers and climate finance. In 2009, developed countries committed 

to providing $100 billion every year in climate finance, but this target is not expected to be reached until 

2024 at the earliest. According to a 2021 Christian Aid and Trócaire report, Ireland provided €93 million 

to climate finance in 2018 to developing countries to support actions on the impacts of climate change 

and reduce their global greenhouse gas emissions (Christian Aid and Trócaire, 2021). However, the 
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aid agencies argue that Ireland’s annual climate finance contributions would need to increase to nearly 

€475 million for Ireland to be making a fair share contribution to climate finance. The state’s 2021 

Climate Action Plan commits to increasing the level of climate finance to €225 million by 2025.  

 

Global climate justice arguments make appeals to historical responsibility, ability to pay, equity and 

fairness in the distribution of mitigation and adaptation duties and fair initial bargaining positions. There 

is also a growing recognition in legal and academic circles of the importance of internationally agreed 

values and norms, such as human rights, in building effective legal imperatives for climate action. The 

1992 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change – the foundational treaty of the global 

climate change regime - does not make any reference to climate justice, nor does it contain any binding 

targets on developed countries to reduce their emissions. Following the 1997 Kyoto Protocol and the 

failed Copenhagen summit of 2009, the stage was set for a differentiation of commitments between 

developed and developing countries and a growing set of demands for fairness and equity in the 

distribution of mitigation commitments. The 2015 Paris Agreement makes an explicit, although weak, 

reference to climate justice in the preamble, and develops the concept of common but differentiated 

responsibilities in light of national circumstances. The Agreement acknowledges countries’ right to 

development and equity, and situates the temperature goals set out in article 2.1 in the context of 

sustainable development and the eradication of poverty.  

 

The concept of climate justice then is closely tied to its emergence as both a normative claim and 

political preference in international climate negotiations over the past three decades. Increasingly 

attention is being paid to the intra-generational dimension of climate justice within states, as distinct 

from intergenerational injustice between generations, and particularly the impacts on future people who 

will likely suffer from climate harms. There is mounting evidence that the poorest communities in every 

part of the world will be disproportionately impacted by both climate change and related damages, along 

with the impact of badly designed climate policies that, for example, increase energy or fuel poverty, or 

lead to displacement of food production.v  

 

Despite calls by many civil society organisations and the recommendations of the Joint Oireachtas 

Committee on Environment and Climate Action pre-legislative scrutiny report of the 2021 Climate Action 

and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) Bill (Oireachtas, 2020), climate justice was left undefined 

in the final text of the Bill, and is one of 18 items that the Minister for Environment, Climate and 

Communications must consider when drawing up climate policies. While its predecessor, the 2015 

Climate Act, included a definition of climate justice, the Government was only required to ‘have regard 

to’ this provision. In Climate Case Ireland, this provision proved to be very weak, and did not bind 

meaningful climate justice obligations on the Government (White and O’Callaghan-White, 2021).  

 

Whereas climate justice is associated with international obligations under the Paris Agreement, Just 

Transition often refers to policies at the national level that share the burdens and benefits of climate 

action equitably. A just transition primarily refers to worker's rights and social dialogue with trade unions 

in a transition. However, just transition is also applied as a wider political concept that seeks to avoid 

the ‘double injustice’ of climate change becoming a 'triple injustice' (UNFCCC, 2016). This is avoiding 

a situation in policy-making where the poorest, least responsible and least consulted are hardest hit not 

only by climate breakdown, but by the policies developed to tackle it. Most definitions of Just Transition 

define it as an approach to rapid and deep decarbonisation that is fair, equitable, and inclusive in terms 

of processes and outcomes.vi 

 

A Just Transition can, therefore, refer both to the broader policy framework of climate action to support 

individuals and communities in the transition, as well as the process of ensuring that individuals and 

communities have a voice and a role in informing and shaping these supports (Government of Ireland, 

2021b). During the pre-legislative scrutiny of the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development 
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(Amendment) Bill 2020, the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Environment and Climate Action heard from 

representatives of NESC that 5 key areas require consideration in ensuring that climate policies achieve 

a Just Transition (Oireachtas, 2020 p.24):  

 

(1) proactive planning and national, regional and local areas;  

(2) participative social dialogue which considers costs and benefits;  

(3) decent jobs, training and social protection for those at risk; 

(4) place-based regeneration facilitating bottom-up local action; and  

(5) fair, inclusive and equitable outcomes. 

 

The committee’s recommendations in respect of Just Transition were not accepted by the Minister, 

however and, as such, the definition in the enacted legislation requires the Government in the preparation 

of the climate action plan and the national long term climate action strategy under sec. 4 (6)(k) to 

endeavour to maximise employment opportunities and support persons and communities that may be 

negatively affected by the transition, without specifying any obligations to plan proactively or engage in 

social dialogue. In practice it is not too difficult to identify those workers and industries that might be 

severely impacted by a rapid transition away from fossil fuels, particularly in respect of peat harvesting. 

Specific measures are being implemented for those areas and workers affected by the relatively sudden 

end to peat harvesting by Bord na Móna including the establishment of a Just Transition Commissioner. 

Just Transition has not, however, been developed as a national model for planning climate actions 

locally.vii  Moreover, the legal requirement on state bodies to have regard to a Just Transition is very 

weak, in contrast for example, with Scotland. The Climate Change (Emissions Reduction Targets) 

(Scotland) Act 2019 sets out ‘just transition principles’ that reflect the importance of taking actions to 

reduce emissions in such a way that they: 

 

a) support environmentally and socially sustainable jobs; 

b) support low-carbon investment and infrastructure; 

c) develop and maintain social consensus through engagement with workers, trade unions, 

communities, NGOs, representatives of the interests of business and industry and such 

other persons as the Scottish Ministers consider appropriate; 

d) create decent, fair and high-value work in a way which does not negatively affect the current 

workforce and overall economy; 

e) contribute to resource efficient and sustainable economic approaches which help to address 

inequality and poverty.  

 

2.2 Dimensions of environmental justice 

Environmental justice needs to be considered then through a number of different, and overlapping, 

lenses. First there are the distributional issues: are environmental burdens being distributed unfairly 

across society? Are some communities bearing more than their fair share of pollution? Secondly, there 

are matters of procedural justice: are the voices of all affected groups and demographics being heard? 

Are communities and individuals able to exercise their rights to participate in environmental decision-

making insofar as it affects their locality? Finally, there are the issues of recognition and identity: are 

the voices of some communities excluded on the grounds of their ethnicity, race or marginalisation as 

a group? This section explores these three dimensions of environmental justice in more detail. 

 

2.2.1 Distributive environmental justice 

Distributive environmental justice is concerned with the ways in which environmental risks, including 

cumulative risks over time, are disproportionately experienced by vulnerable or marginalised 

populations. This way of thinking about environmental justice investigates the degree to which patterns 

of environmental pollution or the siting of hazardous or undesirable land uses are concentrated in 
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certain locations or communities. For example, the spatial distribution of hazardous waste siting in low-

income areas and communities of colour has been a striking feature of US environmental justice 

research and activism (e.g., Bullard, 1983; United Church of Christ Commission for Racial Justice, 

1987; US General Accounting Office, 1983).  

 

“Environmental issues are so interrelated with everything...when people think of 

climate issues, or nature, these topics might be abstract in inner city communities. And 

it's really bringing it back to the fact that like your housing is really subpar. It's really 

difficult to talk to someone about changing that, like, that's an environmental justice 

issue. And, that those two things are related.” 

-Workshop participant 

While it could be argued that all forms of pollution are ‘bad’ and constitute harms that should be 

eliminated or at least minimised, environmental justice is specifically concerned with the distribution of 

harms, why some communities experience more pollution than others, and how this burden intersects 

with existing patterns of social difference or exclusion (Schlosberg and Collins, 2014). Injustices may 

stem from unfair and unequal decision-making, poor regulation or regulatory capture, particular policy 

responses to environmental problems (McCauley and Heffron, 2018), or indirectly through the exclusion 

of certain communities and voices in policy debates and decision-making processes (Walker and Day, 

2012).  

 

Distributive justice can also put a spotlight on how certain communities are targeted by flows of capital 

that exploit the most cost-effective path for exploiting natural resources and that dispose of pollution in 

ways that offer the path of least political resistance (Faber, 2017). This process does not just occur 

within countries but drives resource extraction and the flow of waste and pollution from the Global North 

to the Global South, leading to disproportionate environmental burdens in less-developed countries as 

compared to developed ones (Anand, 2017). 

 

2.2.2 Procedural environmental justice 

All environmental injustices begin as decisions made from a range of alternative courses of action. Such 

choices are often constrained by dominant paradigms—for example, when only alternative bypass 

routes are considered to address traffic congestion without taking public transport or road pricing into 

consideration—and each decision invites a choice on whether to consider questions of equity. Choices 

create or exacerbate environmental injustice when such questions are disregarded, and may impose 

predetermined ‘solutions’ or framings on a given problem which result in outcomes that negatively affect 

people and/or the environment (Bowen, 2017). For example, locating polluting facilities in locations with 

weaker environmental enforcement may lead to ‘discriminatory patterns’ whereby additional unwanted 

infrastructure or land uses are sited at those locations (Bowen, 2017, p.51).  

 

This leads to the second lens of environmental justice: procedural justice. If there is gross inequality of 

political authority, and power and influence in environmental decision-making, it would be unsurprising 

that ‘discriminatory patterns’ reproduce themselves. This approach can be seen as a demand for an 

equal right to self-determination in societal decision-making (Shrader-Frechette, 2002), or as a more 

general approach to designing institutions that promote fair outcomes for everyone (for example, Bell 

and Carrick, 2017).  

 

“When people have fought for things and are not seeing results of that and seeing their 

rights violated… that is hugely disempowering. And to engage communities but then 
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the results aren't shown in terms of progress, then I think that's just hugely 

disappointing.” 

-Workshop participant 

There is a spectrum of ways in which procedural justice can be operationalised in environmental 

decision-making. These range from weak forms like consultation, through to stronger ones such as the 

provision of an equal voice or role in the decision-making process, to the strongest form providing an 

equal say or vote in any decision (Bell and Carrick, 2017). With regard to who should be allowed to 

participate, Bell and Rowe (2012) argue that power in decision-making should be distributed among 

persons in proportion to their relative stakes in the outcome of the decision. Such stakes could in theory 

be measured in the form of impacts on the capabilities of those affected (Nussbaum, 2006), though 

such an exercise rarely forms part of any environmental or social impact assessment. 

  

Procedural environmental justice also points to the potential for highlighting responsibilities and liability 

for environmental damage, and restoration of environmental quality. When we make the claim that a 

certain decision or state of affairs is unjust, we are noting that patterns of environmental harm are 

caused by the actions of others—either individuals or collective agents such as states, corporations or 

even international organisations (Woods, 2017), for which such agents can be held legally, morally or 

even politically responsible. 

 

2.2.3 Recognition and identity 

A third conception of environmental justice—justice as recognition—argues that a focus on equality can 

suppress differences experienced by social groups that are normatively and psychologically important 

(see Fraser 2000; Honneth 1996; Young 2011a; 2011b). Young (2011a) notes that liberal political 

theory tends to consider all political subjects as if they are the same, valuing commonalities over 

difference. Rather than focusing on the distribution of social goods, she argues that a conception of 

justice should begin with concepts of domination and oppression, and that group differences should be 

explicitly acknowledged and attended to.  

 

“Just like that feeling of disrespect… you feel that you've given up time and not 

received the benefits of being part of those processes.” 

-Workshop participant 

According to this perspective, those who suffer environmental injustices may belong to specific social 

groups—differentiated on grounds including those of income, age, minority or ethnic status, gender, 

and disability—that experience environmental damage as an immediate threat to their livelihoods, 

culture or ways of life. Whereas the liberal conception of justice focuses on autonomous individuals, 

justice as recognition regards that certain social groups experience environmental injustice through the 

lens of collective identities (Bell and Carrick, 2017), threats to which are often the starting point for 

environmental struggles (Sicotte and Brulle, 2017; Slevin, 2019). Particular communities may be 

disproportionately affected by environmental impacts due to where they live, or how they have 

traditionally lived and worked, or due to their collective identity and its relationship to the surrounding 

environment, e.g., because of a reliance on certain land uses or special or sacred features valued by 

that community. Figueroa (2006, p.360) views misrecognition as a failure to acknowledge or respect 

different peoples’ environmental identities, local experiences, traditional beliefs, and heritages.  

 

Environmental injustice, considered through the lens of recognition, occurs when social and political 

institutions fail to acknowledge or respect group identities and heritage (Whyte, 2017). This can come 
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about via cultural or institutional processes that devalue or exclude some groups or voices. For 

example, the Pavee Point report Roma in Ireland (2018) found that over 20% of respondents in their 

survey were completely marginalised from services and supports, living in sub-standard 

accommodation and extreme poverty. 60% of the respondents reported experiences of consistent 

poverty, including not having enough fuel, food or heat. Discrimination was a common experience. 

Misrecognition—in the form of insults, discrimination, stigmatisation and devaluation—is fundamental 

to the damage that is experienced by individuals and communities and to the production of distributional 

inequalities (Walker, 2012).  

 

“Why did it take a pandemic for there to be investment in traveller sites, who is making 

the decisions? And why isn't that conversation including the people most impacted by 

those decisions?” 

-Workshop participant 

 
  



3

Policy context
and data gaps

“So we’ve done reports and 
made submissions where there’s 
been zero response, and then 
we’ve had to do public launches, 
and then we’ve had ministers 
and stuff on the phone to us. But 
when we gave the exact same 
data initially, zero response,  
or acknowledgement.”

— Workshop participant
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3. Policy context and data gaps 

National policy in Ireland has, to date, paid insufficient attention to environmental justice and injustice. 

This can be seen in two ways. On the one hand, environmental policy has paid little attention to 

questions of injustice. On the other, policies and metrics devoted to inequality and deprivation have 

largely neglected questions of environmental degradation. This section reviews both areas in the 

context of national policymaking in Ireland, and identifies ongoing work on well-being indicators as an 

important opportunity to rectify these deficiencies in existing frameworks. 

 

3.1 The national environmental policy context 

In Ireland, environmental rights are not explicitly enshrined in the constitution and there is no explicit 

obligation on the State or its authorities to enforce any general standard of environmental quality overall. 

In July 2021, the Oireachtas passed the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) 

Act which set binding legal targets for the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions on an economy-wide 

basis and established new governance frameworks for adopting climate action policies.  

 

Ireland is subject to EU law and under the EU treaties a large corpus of directives and regulations that 

set out environmental objectives for various media such as air and water, as well as for the environment 

generally, and that set standards for minimally acceptable levels of pollution across a range of 

installations and sources (Kingston et al., 2017). Ireland also has procedural environmental rights 

obligations as a party to the Aarhus Convention (1998). The EPA is the body responsible for monitoring 

environmental quality across a range of media—for example, air and water, and it is the implementing 

body for most EU environmental directives. The EPA regulates industrial pollution through licensing 

and carries out a range of legally-mandated functions, including the provision of policy advice to 

Government and information to the public.  

 

The most recent review of the state of Ireland’s environment was published in 2020 (EPA, 2020a). The 

report offered a sober assessment of the impacts of current economic activities on air, water, soil, 

biodiversity and waste, and from a broad range of actors. It highlighted the erosion of important and 

protected ecosystems and loss of biodiversity on an unprecedented scale. The report also warned that 

failure to implement existing plans and the absence of a coherent national environmental policy 

framework was a barrier to improving the quality of the environment.  

 

The EPA’s review did not investigate the social impact of these trends in detail, or identify the particular 

communities that are experiencing more environmental burdens than others. The report does 

acknowledge that it will be ‘necessary to actively engage vulnerable and under-represented groups in 

terms of gender, ethnicity and socio-economic status while developing responses to climate change. 

Therefore, dialogue to develop responses needs to be considered and deliberate, in order to 

understand the hopes and concerns of individuals and communities, and to reduce the risk of policy 

failure’ (EPA, 2020a, p.56). However, it is not clear what research, process or deliberative mechanisms 

will be developed to achieve this goal, beyond the existing approach in the National Dialogue on Climate 

Action, whose scope does not include environmental degradation generally.  

 

The Irish EPA does not have a legal obligation to identify and address environmental injustice. The US 

EPA has published comprehensive guidelines on environmental justice for federal and local agencies 

to follow in their decision-making processes.viii The development of similar guidelines for Irish local and 

national agencies such as local authorities, the EPA and An Bord Pleanála would provide useful 

guidance on how to conduct environmental assessments in a manner that considers impacts on 

vulnerable and marginalised communities. For instance, according to a recent article in The Guardian, 

the UK’s Labour Party recently conducted an analysis of air pollution data correlated against child 

poverty which found that five London boroughs ranked worst for both child poverty and dirty air.ix Such 
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mapping exercises are rarely if ever conducted at that level of detail in Ireland and as a result, child 

poverty or the location of vulnerable or marginalised communities are not factors considered in the  

assessment by An Bord Pleanála of, for example, road projects such as the Galway Bypass.x  

 

Other important policies, such as the 2021 Climate Action Plan and the updated National Development 

Plan published in October 2021 also fail to incorporate assessments of the impacts of such policies and 

investments on marginalised and vulnerable communities. The Climate Action Plan contains just two 

references to climate justice in an international but not domestic context. However, the Plan does 

acknowledge the importance of funding a Just Transition programme for the Midlands, and includes 

measures to reduce fuel poverty. There are many elements in the Climate Action Plan which, if designed 

as part of a framework to address environmental injustice, could be very beneficial for marginalised 

communities. However, the principal methodology employed is one of maximising the climate mitigation 

potential at least cost following a Marginal Abatement Cost Curve developed by the consultants 

McKinsey. The measures are thus not being coherently introduced via a justice lens, and the ‘least cost’ 

proviso does not capture impacts that are difficult to measure in financial terms. 

 

The National Development Plan is an investment programme worth €165 billion for 2021–2030. Major 

investments are planned in relation to sustainable and active travel, renewable energy and energy 

efficiency. The plan makes no reference to either environmental or social justice. Significantly, the Plan 

sets out how the additional €9.5 billion in carbon tax receipts will be spent to 2030. €5 billion will be 

allocated to energy efficiency and the National Retrofit Plan, €1.5 billion will be allocated to agri-

environmental schemes, and the remaining €3 billion will be spent on alleviating fuel poverty and 

supporting a Just Transition. While the Economic and Social Research Institute have determined that 

recycling just a third of the carbon tax revenue has left the lowest income fifth of households ‘better off 

than average’, there is no policy reason why a higher portion of the revenues could not be targeted at 

low income households to compensate them more directly for the impact on their living standards 

(Roantree et al., 2021; Bercholz and Roantree, 2019). 

 

“Unless we fix unless we fix social concerns like poverty and have an accessible 

transport system, there's no point in tackling environmentalism because it could cause 

new problems on top of the old problems.” 

-Workshop participant 

 

3.2 Linking deprivation and environmental inequalities 

Just as national environmental policy has failed to adequately consider questions of injustice and 

deprivation, metrics for deprivation have paid insufficient attention to environmental issues. While there 

is anecdotal evidence of unequal spatial distribution of environmental amenities and burdens between 

low income and more prosperous neighbourhoods, to date this has not been comprehensively 

correlated with aggregate census data or deprivation indices in Ireland. 

 

The Pobal Deprivation Index (Haase and Pratschke, 2020) is the most detailed analysis of the spatial 

distribution of deprivation in Ireland. It measures deprivation on the basis of three main dimensions: 

demographic profile, social class composition, and labour market situation. The index is a composite 

score that captures age, level of education, size of household, and urban/rural factors such as 

underemployment and emigration within small areas of typically 100 households. These scores allow 

for the categorisation of small areas from extremely affluent to marginally above or below average, to 

extremely disadvantaged.  
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The index does not, however, capture health or environmental inequalities. Because deprivation indices 

are frequently used to predict/explain health and health-related outcomes, including health and 

environmental parameters would, according to the authors, lead to circularities (Haase and Pratschke, 

2020). Thus the maps tell us a lot about the distribution of income, educational attainment and social 

class by small area, but nothing at all about environmental quality, or the type of environmental services 

available to a community in any given small area.  

 

In other words, the index is best utilised as a starting point for gathering more data about environmental 

quality by area, rather than defining deprivation as the absence of certain environmental amenities in 

the first instance. This approach arguably side-lines environmental standards and the role of natural 

and ecosystem services in the pursuit of health and well-being, environmental quality, and social 

cohesion (Fisher et al., 2014). The Pobal index directs the arrow of causation firmly in one direction 

only—from socio-economic deprivation to potential environmental inequality, whereas there is a 

possibility, in theory at least, that the causal mechanism works in the opposite direction. To date, no 

studies have been carried out using the Pobal index to comprehensively study the potential links 

between social deprivation and environmental injustice or inequality. 

 

The Trinity National Deprivation Index for Health and Health Services Research (Teljeur et al., 2019) 

correlates census and demographic data with health and health services. The Trinity index is built 

around four measures: unemployment, low social class, local authority rented housing, and car 

ownership. Just like the Pobal index, the Trinity model is designed around the expectation that 

socioeconomic status, such as occupation or income, is strongly correlated with a range of morbidity, 

mortality, and health outcome measures. The authors find that there is a causal relationship between 

poor health outcomes and deprivation (Teljeur et al., 2019).  

 

“So at times, poverty actually excludes people from accessing those things that give 

them the health benefits. And those are some of the sorts of social determinants of 

our health that people who are living in poverty do not have the privilege to access. 

We have a lot of nice places in green areas… But not everyone is able to go there. So 

there's that issue of poverty, not discrimination.” 

-Workshop participant 

What is especially revealing about the Trinity deprivation index is the selection of car ownership as a 

surrogate for disposable income (ibid., 2019). Unfortunately, this choice of measure confers some 

legitimacy to a car-dependent paradigm in which social class and mobility is correlated with car 

ownership and access to services via personalised—and polluting—transportation. This measure fails 

to consider the environmental and health impacts of car ownership and use, including, for example, the 

impact of more sedentary lifestyles or community severance on a variety of potential health outcomes 

(see Lowe, 2014; Walker, 2021).  

 

The Trinity deprivation index is thus much less useful as a lens into the multifaceted forms of social 

exclusion that are directly the result of car dependency and the over-provision of road infrastructure. 

Good alternative transport options are required to reduce car dependency and enable everyone, not 

just the well-off, to access jobs, facilities and services. Therefore, a better measure of environmental 

justice would reflect access to mobility services in a way that did not assume car ownership. Car 

ownership and transportation are further explored in section 4.3.3.  
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3.3 The well-being framework 

The development of an overarching Well-being Framework for Ireland is a commitment in the 2020 

Programme for Government ‘Our Shared Future’ (Government of Ireland, 2020). It is a cross-

government initiative that seeks to develop a multi-dimensional approach to understanding the impact 

of public policy. The Framework aims to provide a means to draw together the many cross departmental 

policy efforts and provide a more holistic view of whether, taken as a whole, things are getting better or 

worse. It also aims to assess Ireland’s relative performance compared with other countries, and whether 

it is sustainable into the future. Over time, it is intended that the Well-being Framework will be utilised 

in a systematic way across government policymaking, for example, in reporting progress and setting 

policy priorities, and as a complementary tool for evaluating policies and programmes. The 

environment, climate, and biodiversity dimension is one of eleven dimensions selected to measure well-

being, based on the OECD How’s Life? Measuring Well-being model (OECD, 2013). The scope of the 

environment, climate and biodiversity dimension is broadly captured via three aspects as described in 

the first report on the development of the Framework published in July 2021 (Government of Ireland, 

2021, p.23): 

 

1. The environment as experienced by individuals relates to a person's perception and 

experience of the beauty and amenities that are available within their local environment. 

2. Environmental quality of the local environment enables healthy living, reduces illness and 

includes air, water, and soil quality (measured at a local, regional or national level).  

3. Human impact measures the preservation of the natural environment, and the impact of 

humans on the environment, including through climate change. This aspect captures 

emissions, land use, waste and biodiversity.  

While the initiative is the first of its kind and will likely involve further development and research, it is 

noteworthy that neither the Well-being Framework nor the First Report under the framework are 

attempting to investigate questions of environmental justice per se. Rather, environmental data is 

utilised in conjunction with many other variables to design an overall index of well-being in Ireland. 

However, the framework so far does not present environmental data in a way that reflects the acute, 

cumulative and growing risks associated with biodiversity loss and climate change. In the OECD How’s 

Life? Measuring Well-being report, for example, the environmental measure that relates to water quality 

is defined by levels of satisfaction with water quality rather than its objective status, trends over time, 

or potential impact on human health (OECD, 2013).  

 

The development of a Well-being Framework for Ireland represents an important opportunity to 

incorporate an explicit focus on environmental justice in the further development of a set of indicators. 

 
  



4

Environmental  
in  justice   in Ireland

“When people have fought 
for things and are not seeing 
results of that and seeing their 
rights violated…that is hugely 
disempowering. And to engage 
communities but then the 
results aren’t shown in terms of 
progress, then I think that’s just 
hugely disappointing.”

— Workshop participant
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4. Environmental (in)justice in Ireland 

This chapter sets out an overview of key environmental justice issues in Ireland and groups which are 

disproportionately impacted. We are conscious that due to time constraints and data gaps, this is neither 

exhaustive nor comprehensive and there may be issues that are not mentioned, and impacts that are 

not discussed in sufficient detail.   

In Ireland, the high percentage of households in rural, semi-rural and urban hinterlands might suggest 

that a large section of the Irish population enjoy reasonably good standards of environmental quality as 

it relates to air, water, and amenities (EPA, 2020a). However, settlement patterns can mask high levels 

of energy poverty, isolation and restricted mobility, forced car ownership due to poor public transport 

services, as well as hidden exposure to some forms of environmental pollution, such as poor water 

quality (CSO, 2017). Indeed, persistent and deeply ingrained inequalities remain a feature of Irish 

settlement patterns with poverty and socio-economic deprivation stubbornly concentrated in certain 

areas and among certain demographics. Such inequalities may correlate with environmental factors, 

such as in Dublin city where unemployment, crime, and overcrowding are still concentrated in a few 

postal codes that are also heavily trafficked transport routes with little urban green space.  

 

Understanding marginalisation and poverty as a form of exclusion as well as deprivation, puts a spotlight 

on difficulties and barriers that certain groups in society experience in participating in decision-making 

about their well-being and their environment. If you are powerless to effect changes to your local 

environment, and where your environment has shaped your circumstances in ways to deprive you of 

power, it is little surprise that people on low incomes, insecure tenure, or who are disadvantaged in 

other ways due to their gender, ethnicity or legal status, feel that they have very little power to influence 

environmental decision-making, or even have enough information about their environment to make a 

submission or observation on a local planning issue, for example. 

 

“You have people that are up against so many other compounding things all at once, 

like, if you don't know, will I have a job next week, where can I pay rent, or I might be 

evicted, or my house, my roof is leaking, you know, all of those things, it makes it very 

difficult than to be like, okay, on Thursday, I'm going to go to this consultation, and 

input my voice. And when people are continuously left in these situations, it becomes 

difficult to engage in some of the processes of change, because they're up against a 

million walls all at once. And who has time for that?” 

-Workshop participant 

 

4.1 Public participation and exclusion 

4.1.1 Access to information and participation in environmental decision-making 

As a party to the Aarhus Convention, the Irish State has an obligation to provide access to information 

on the environment, opportunities to participate in environmental decision-making, and access to 

justice. However, even the minimal right of access to information on environmental issues has been 

poorly implemented in Ireland, according to Ryall (2015). 
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“We surveyed 1050 young people randomly, they weren't necessarily environmental, 

like focused on people, it was completely random. And what a vast amount said that 

they had, I think it was 57% said that they wanted more information on environmental 

issues, but they had no idea where to go for it. And that they weren't getting that 

information in school so that they just didn't know what to do or where to go.” 

-Workshop participant 

According to the participants in our project workshop, many communities perceive themselves to be 

largely excluded from environmental and planning debates that are regarded as concerns exclusively 

of the property-owning middle classes. The environmental conditions and amenities of low-income 

urban, immigrant, and Traveller communities in particular appear to be neglected by policymakers 

against the backdrop of a chronic housing crisis (Holland, 2021). Such inequalities also feature in the 

legal system where redress, in practice, is much less accessible to low-income communities than it is 

to property owners or companies (Barry, 2019).  

 

"So it's very difficult to take on that job of participating in these long drawn out 
processes that involve lots of meetings, lots of reading, lots of discussions, without 
necessarily seeing that your voice is being heard at the end of the day." 

-Workshop participant 

The planning system does facilitate public participation via objections and appeals, and in the 

preparation of county development plans and local area plans. However, to date, and even though the 

objective of the Planning and Development Act 2000 is to support and achieve ‘sustainable 

development’, such processes have not translated into wide-scale reforms to planning and development 

for the sake of improved environmental quality or sustainability.  

 

“And I think there's also an issue of really empty consultations, with checkboxes and 

that's definitely happening in the Southwest inner city right now, with all of the 

developments of people are being invited to share their views as they have the lived 

experience of what isn't working and what needs to change. And it doesn't seem to be 

taken seriously or influenced. And I've noticed a real just real frustration - I went to this 

last week, it didn't make a difference. Why should I go today?" 

-Workshop participant 

For example, public consultation is required for local authority waste planning. However, studies found 

that such practices have often largely consisted of media announcements and the distribution of 

information leaflets (Davies, 2003). Rather than inviting meaningful engagement (see, for example 

Been, 1992), this information-deficit approach, which does not allow for real influence, may result in 

heightening scepticism toward participation. Connaughton (2019) noted that local authorities have 

largely failed to engage with the public on these issues. Public participation is also deterred by charges 

for making planning submissions and other barriers, such as the need to engage with online platforms. 

For instance, submissions to a planning authority cost €20 and must be made within 5 weeks of the 

application; submissions to An Bord Pleanála cost €50 if related to strategic infrastructure projects. 

 

Litigation can play an important role in environmental and climate policy implementation. A recent paper 

by Alex White and Luke O’Callaghan-White, concluded that the majority of climate cases taken against 
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governments in Europe have led to outcomes resulting in greater climate regulation (White and O’ 

Callaghan-White, 2021). The most obvious Irish example is the Supreme Court’s landmark judgment in 

Climate Case Ireland, which quashed the Government’s 2017 National Mitigation Plan, deeming it 

‘excessively vague or aspirational’ and lacking specificity.xi However, for most people on low to 

moderate incomes, litigation is not a practical or accessible option to address poor environmental 

quality, due to the limitations on legal aid and the excessive legal costs in Irelandxii which more or less 

determines who gets to access the Courts. These restrictions have a significant impact on 

environmental, rights-based and public interest litigation.  

Legal actions which do not fall within the special costs rules in the Planning and Development Act 2000 

and Environmental (Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2011 carry significant financial risk. Kennedy et al 

(2020, p.10) highlight Ireland’s legal costs regime as ‘a real and critical barrier to public interest and 

rights-based litigation’. Any potential costs exposure will naturally increase where a case goes all the 

way to the Supreme Court. Aurel Ciobanu-Dordea, who oversees governance, enforcement action and 

compliance on EU environmental legislation for the European Commission, noted on access to justice 

that Ireland continues to be the most expensive EU member state in which to make an environmental 

claim before the courts stating ‘the case law of the national courts has meandered through different 

interpretations of the costs rules, and has left many environmental litigants unable to predict with any 

certainty their costs exposure’.xiii 

Although Article 9 of the Aarhus Convention states that judicial proceedings in environmental disputes 

should not be ‘prohibitively expensive’, this term was not defined in the Convention, nor does it require 

the provision of legal aid. In Ireland, legal aid is, in practice, not available in environmental matters and 

in any event, only available to natural rather than legal persons (such as environmental NGOs, for 

example). The Minister for Justice announced in July 2021 that a comprehensive review of the civil 

legal aid scheme would be commenced by her department. However, it appears that the new legislation 

to expand access to legal aid is to be in line with the O’Malley report recommendations, which 

addressed the need for protections for vulnerable witnesses rather than environmental law reforms.xiv 

It will be important to include in this review the scope for widening access to environmental justice for 

citizens and civil society organisations. 

 

“So we've done reports and made submissions where there's been zero response, 

and then we've had to do public launches, and then we've had ministers and stuff on 

the phone to us. But when we gave the exact same data initially, zero response, or 

acknowledgement.” 

-Workshop participant 

There is a serious threat to access to justice in environmental matters in the form of the Housing and 

Planning and Development Bill 2019 currently undergoing pre-legislative scrutiny in the Oireachtas. If 

enacted, its provisions will introduce significant changes to current costs and standing rules, thereby 

posing a serious threat to environmental democracy and citizens’ access to justice rights, and 

significantly restricting Irish environmental NGOs and lay litigants from challenging planning decisions 

in the courts. 

 

Restorative justice ought to be a key component of effective climate legislation. However, the 

introduction of a new section 2A into the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development (Amendment) 

Act (2021) rules out the potential for remedy or relief by way of damages or compensation due to non-

compliance. This provision is not only contrary to the principles of climate justice, but it is also potentially 

unlawful. The European Convention on Human Rights Act 2003 provides for damages to be recoverable 
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for infringements of human rights. By excluding this possibility, Ireland is failing to provide an effective 

remedy under the European Convention on Human Rights and the Aarhus Convention. 

 
A recent report produced by Cliona Kimber SC and other members of the Climate Bar Association 

argued for the need for a specialised environmental court.xv  While the Programme for Government 

commits to the establishment of such a court along the lines of the Commercial Court, the report of the 

Climate Bar Association draws on the approach of the Land and Environment Court in New South 

Wales and proposes a specialised court which would be ‘more than a fast-track planning court 

accessible only to the well-resourced’ and would provide for access to justice to include broad rules of 

standing and a limitation on costs.  

 

4.1.2 Criminalising activism and resistance 

Another concern that environmental justice literature raises is the potential for the State to criminalise 

activism and protest against environmentally damaging infrastructure. There appears to be a global 

trend whereby many states are increasingly repressing any significant opposition to the role of 

multinational companies (Mireanu, 2014). Sometimes governments will frame certain forms of civil 

disobedience as security threats to the infrastructure of the state. The process of securitisation of the 

public response then serves to justify a range of repressive measures against environmental activists. 

In some jurisdictions, SLAPP (Strategic Lawsuit Against Public Participation) suits are launched to 

intimidate or silence activists, even where they are unlikely to succeed (White, 2007).xvi  

 

In Ireland, protest over the Corrib gas terminal and pipeline revealed that the State deployed the 

resources of the Gardaí and used its regulatory functions to help the multinational company Shell secure 

the necessary permissions to build the terminal and pipeline while objectors and protestors were 

demonised and even jailed (Slevin, 2019; Darcy and Cox, 2019). While mediation was attempted in the 

Corrib case, it failed, and there are no national guidelines for mediating environmental conflicts. 

Individuals who engage in civil disobedience often find that the Gardaí are reluctant to drop prosecutions 

over even what appear to be minor offences. There is currently a case before the courts where two 

activists are being charged with allegedly live streaming a graffiti attack on a government building.xvii 

 

In fact, even where some disputes have ended up in the courts, senior politicians have not hesitated to 

give their backing to certain projects, including the Glanbia/ Royal Dutch-A-Ware cheese factory in 

Belview, Co. Kilkenny (Hilliard, 2021). Such interventions call into question whether bodies such as An 

Bord Pleanála or the courts are in a position to assess applications and cases on their merits without 

political interference.  

 

4.1.3 Public trust in political institutions 

Just like during the pandemic, public trust and social cohesion will be essential for climate action policies 

to succeed. Klenert et al. (2020, p.760) note that a key commonality between Covid-19 and climate 

change is that restrictive mitigation policies necessitate trust between citizens and the Government. 

The researchers find that the Government’s ability to address inequalities and the needs of especially 

vulnerable populations, both those created by the threat itself and those created by policy action to 

contain it, may be a major determinant of whether such trust will emerge. They report that citizens are 

more likely to support mitigation measures that they perceive to be fair. Secondly, lack of public trust 

may make it even harder for governments to take ambitious action on climate change, sometimes due 

to poor accountability mechanisms, but also in part due to the confusing and sometimes hypocritical 

rhetoric to which the public is exposed, for example, via advertising or climate denial (Stevenson, 2021). 

For this reason, sustained and participatory public engagement in environmental and climate action will 

be important, both for building support, trust and collaboration at all scales. The Dingle 2030 project for 

instance, developed novel ways for different stakeholders to work and collaborate on a transition project 
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and noted that emergent projects were characterised by broad and deep networks of actors, even where 

the projects were highly localised (Boyle et al., 2021). 

 

In addition to trust, climate policy requires accountability and a practice of truth-telling in the sense of 

tackling insincerity, hypocrisy, and misleading claims, such as corporate environmental or climate 

claims that are not substantiated (Stevenson, 2021). There is a growing and persistent problem of 

‘greenwashing’ in advertising where companies claim to have green credentials but are not delivering 

on their promises, or where they do not have strategies in place to achieve targets (de Freitas Netto et 

al., 2020). Companies may engage in advertising that actively misleads consumers regarding the 

environmental performance of their products or company. Greenwashing may involve selective 

disclosure, or advertising that masks a gap between symbolic and substantive actions (‘virtue signalling’ 

behaviour).xviii The impact of greenwashing may be difficult to measure, but in practice there is very little 

to stop a company engaging in misleading claims and there are no regulatory standards in place to 

enforce a strict interpretation of, for example, scope 1–3 emission disclosures on financial statements. 

This is particularly relevant in Ireland where large companies are not even required to report on their 

emissions. Some leading EU NGOs have called on the EU to prohibit corporations from making ‘net 

zero’ or ‘carbon neutrality’ claims in their entirety.xix There is currently a bill before the Seanad, proposed 

by Senator Lynn Ruane, which would require companies to report on their emissions annually to the 

Minister for Environment, Climate and Communications, and which should be supported.  

 

Parliamentary scrutiny and debate is thus essential for screening out and challenging ‘bullshit’ rhetoric 

in the political arena (see Stevenson, 2021), but this need not exclude citizens. Public participation in 

decision-making via deliberative fora, such as citizens’ assemblies, can allow citizens to explore 

preferences, judgments and values in a context where scientific information can be carefully and 

accurately presented. Deliberative dialogue is noted for the enhanced quality of exchange, and 

meaningful communication between participants (Dryzek and Niemeyer, 2019). Dryzek and Niemeyer 

note that deliberative approaches offer an excellent way to organise the voices of the marginalised, 

including those most vulnerable to the impacts of climate change.  

 

Ireland has experience with the citizens’ assembly model. The 2016-18 Citizens’ Assembly that looked 

at climate change (over just two weekends) along with four other topics had a significant impact on 

subsequent policy formation. Its recommendations were first investigated by a Joint Oireachtas 

Committee and then taken up in the first Climate Action Plan of 2019. As a model for public participation 

in a complex policy area, the mini-public or citizens’ assembly enjoys a positive reputation among the 

Irish public (Devaney et al., 2020) suggesting that it could be utilised more often and on a ‘rolling’ basis 

to facilitate public engagement on climate and environmental policy challenges. In February 2022, the 

Government announced the establishment of a citizens’ assembly on biodiversity, which is scheduled 

to convene for the first time in April 2022 and to report within nine months. 

 

4.2 Impacts on vulnerable and marginalised communities 

4.2.1 Energy poverty and the National Retrofit Plan 

Ireland’s commitments under the European Green Deal and the 2030 climate and energy framework 

will require major changes to energy policy in Ireland, given our historical reliance on fossil energy 

sources, and are likely to have significant implications for social equity (Reaños, 2021a). Radical 

changes in energy production and consumption will be required to achieve the 51% reduction in 

economy-wide greenhouse gas emissions compared with 2018 levels by 2030 provided for in the 2020 

Programme for Government and enshrined in the Climate Action and Low Carbon Development 

(Amendment) Act 2021. 
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Energy poverty refers to the ‘inability to heat or power a home to an adequate degree’ and is considered 

to arise when more than 10% of a household’s income is spent on energy, mostly for heating purposes 

(Department of Communications, Energy and Natural Resources, 2016, p.8). However, much of the 

available literature focuses solely on warmth and uses the term ‘fuel poverty’. The three main factors 

from which energy poverty arises are the cost of energy, household income, and the energy efficiency 

of the home. Research has highlighted the range of health effects associated with inadequately heated 

homes including increased risk of death in winter months, higher levels of respiratory illness, high blood 

pressure, heart disease, and stroke (Farrell et al., 2008). 

 

According to the Economic and Social Research Institute, the proportion of households in or at risk of 

energy poverty has reduced from 28% in 2015 to 17.5% in 2020. The Survey on Income and Living 

Conditions also shows that the proportion of people who report that they are unable to afford to keep 

the home adequately warm has fallen from 9% in 2015 to 4.9% in 2019 (CSO, 2020). However, for 

those experiencing deprivation, the fall was from 34.7% in 2015 to 26.9% in 2019. Factors which 

increase the likelihood of experiencing energy poverty include low income, low education levels, and 

being a lone parent with dependent children (Reaños, 2021a). There is also a concentration of energy 

poor households among the Traveller community, as well as households of older people and those in 

rented accommodation (Watson and Maitre, 2015). In 2017, a Money Advice and Budgeting Service 

report concluded that Travellers living in caravans spent 21% of their disposable income on fuel (Stamp 

and Kearns, 2019). There is some evidence that energy poverty increased during Covid-19 lockdowns 

due to a greater number of people working from home.xx  

 

Those in private rented accommodation are also disproportionately impacted as this sector has higher 

proportions of low Building Energy Ratings (BERs) than either local authority or owner-occupied homes. 

There is no legal requirement to introduce measures to realise energy efficiency in private rented 

dwellings, and while a BER rating is required in order to let a dwelling, there is no minimum BER 

threshold below which a dwelling is considered unfit for letting, unless the tenant qualifies for the 

Housing Assistance Payment (in which case concerns have been raised by the Residential Tenancies 

Board that housing upgrades may be used as an excuse by landlords to evict tenants).xxi It is not clear 

how the National Retrofit Plan will address fuel and energy poverty among tenants in privately rented 

accommodation. 

 

Given the high numbers of households that still rely on fossil fuels, price increases due to carbon 

taxation measures and price volatility on international markets are now having considerable impacts on 

the cost of living, especially for low income households. However, while raising carbon taxes has a 

disproportionate negative effect on the poorest households, appropriate and targeted recycling of the 

tax revenues has been shown to offset such negative impacts in principle (Reaños and Lynch, 2019). 

However, the latest research suggests that this does not translate into greater public support for carbon 

taxes (Mildenberger et al., 2022), nor do carbon refunds necessarily reshape public opinion even 

among voters with accurate information about the refund they receive. Some groups are not seeing the 

benefit of revenue recycling at all, especially Traveller communities. 

 

A review of the Government’s Strategy to Combat Energy Poverty (2016–19), which is out of date, was 

recently announced by the Department of Environment, Climate and Communications, Climate Action 

and the. Alleviating energy poverty will also be a key consideration for the National Retrofit Plan, which 

was launched in February 2022. However, there has been no evaluation of the likely impact of the 

planned increases in carbon tax given recent cost of living increases, and whether the rise in fuel 

allowance payment is adequate to offset rising fuel prices. Nor is it self-evident that the increased 

funding for residential and community retrofit schemes will benefit private tenants and those living in 

caravans/mobile homes who may be experiencing acute levels of energy poverty. Organisations 

working for social justice and disadvantaged communities have stressed the barriers for low income 
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households in switching from solid fuels. The Society of Saint Vincent de Paul have recommended 

dedicated Community Energy Advisors, and investment in the retrofit of social housing, and measures 

to support the introduction of minimum energy efficiency standards in the private rental sector as urgent 

measures to tackle both energy poverty and the climate crisis (SVP, 2022). 

 

The review of the Energy Poverty Strategy should address the criticism that the Warmer Homes 

Scheme has narrow eligibility criteria, with grants only available via part payments, and a waiting list of 

nearly 2 years. In general, policies to tackle energy poverty have been weak and lacking in a robust 

governance mechanism to track progress.  

 

In policy documents concerning energy poverty alleviation in Ireland, energy efficiency measures in the 

form of home upgrades (such as improved insulation) are identified as the main solution (Kerr et al., 

2019). This preference for efficiency solutions may be related to the way that they complement other 

objectives, such as decarbonisation. However, research by Watson and Maitre (2015) indicated that 

the inefficiency of the building was not the primary driver of fuel poverty. Instead, inadequate resources, 

such as income, is the main issue and they argue that solutions lie in ‘understanding and addressing 

the constellation of factors that erode a household’s material well-being’ (Watson and Maitre, 2015, 

p.22).  

 

4.2.2 Air pollution and health outcomes 

Air pollution is known to be closely linked to population health (WHO, 2016). The links between 

deprivation and health outcomes have been highlighted in studies such as the Irish Health Survey 

(Government of Ireland, 2019), which found that disadvantaged people are less likely to rate their health 

as very good or good, and more likely to report having a long term condition. In terms of environmental 

hazards, a report from the European Environment Agency (2018) highlighted how impacts from air and 

noise pollution, and extreme temperature, are unevenly distributed within Europe. Vulnerable groups 

such as the elderly, children, and those of lower socioeconomic status were more affected by these 

hazards, as were those living in urban areas. Children in particular are especially vulnerable to traffic-

related air pollution concentrations near schools, where engine idling may be commonplace (Adams 

and Requia, 2017; Brook et al., 2017, Schultz et al., 2017).  

 

“We found that one in three young people that took our survey are experiencing eco 
anxiety. And a lot of young people are so distressed by the fact that they're not being 
listened to, and that they don't believe that change is going to happen, because they 
don't see anybody actively striving for the change they want to see, that we're seeing 
now that more and more young people are deciding at really young ages not to have 
children, because they don't want to bring children of their own into a world where they 
themselves as a young person aren't being listened to. And they just feel that this is 
going to get worse and worse.” 

-Workshop participant 

An Irish study from 2017 linked increased hospital admissions for respiratory and cardiovascular 

conditions with exposure to air pollution in disadvantaged areas of Dublin city (Cournane et al., 2017). 

However, while there have been studies linking poor air quality to health impacts in the adult population 

(Quintyne et al., 2020) and considerable research highlighting the beneficial public health effect of the 

smoky coal ban (Dockery et al., 2013), there is no published research on the impacts on children of 

poor air quality in socially deprived urban areas in Ireland. This gap is important as children are more 

vulnerable to the effects of long-term exposure to air pollution than adults (UNICEF, 2016). The EPA 
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(2021a) estimates that in excess of 1300 premature deaths occur in Ireland each year because of poor 

air quality. 

 

While Ireland has seen reductions in key air pollutants over the last 30 years, there has been a 15% 

rise in ammonia emissions, almost entirely from the agricultural sector (EPA, 2021a). Ammonia can 

react with other pollutants to form fine particulate matter which is associated with cardiovascular and 

respiratory health impacts (Guthrie et al., 2018). 

 

4.2.3 Siting of polluting infrastructure and toxic legacies 

Environmental justice discourse has highlighted, and indeed initially emerged from, issues relating to 

how hazardous materials, and toxic storage and disposal facilities, have historically been sited in more 

minority, poor, and blue-collar communities in the United States (Faber, 2017). Fossil fuel and energy 

infrastructure can also be extractive in nature from a social, environmental and economic perspective. 

In Ireland, however, where the timeline and context of development is very different, levels of industrial 

pollution and associated externalities and ‘toxic geographies’, as described by Szasz and Meuser 

(1997), are less common. That said, research is still required into potential environmental injustices 

arising from the location of polluting infrastructure and waste management practices here.  

 

Waste is not just an environmental problem but one that pertains to socioeconomic spheres and 

intensive public discourse, and affects a variety of interests and stakeholders (Connaughton, 2019). 

Recent decades have seen considerable changes in waste management practices in Ireland, with 

reliance on landfill being replaced by recycling, recovery, or incineration. In addition, older landfill sites, 

that are no longer operational, have been investigated for illegal dumping and pollution potential. These 

legacy sites pose a pollution risk to nearby waterbodies. The Comptroller and Auditor General (2019) 

noted that while the EPA monitors environmental risk factors on the sites it has licensed and regulated 

since 1997, it does not monitor environmental risk factors at the almost 500 landfills that have been 

identified by the local authorities. Over half of the older 280 sites operated by local authorities and 

subsequently closed, have been assessed as of either moderate or high risk and only 29 of these sites 

have had remediation plans submitted to the EPA. The report recommended that governance structures 

in relation to the management of landfill sites, which are currently spread across a number of agencies, 

be reviewed and clarified to ensure measures were taken to remove risks to the environment and 

communities. 

 

It is still the case that the authorities are unable to provide complete information on the risk assessment 

status of many local authority sites, private sites and illegal sites. According to Youth Work Ireland’s 

2020 report on climate justice, 71% of landfill sites and waste incinerators in Ireland are located in areas 

that are below the national average of deprivation—where more people in the area, as a proportion of 

the entire population, are in poverty according to the Pobal Index (Youth Work Ireland, 2020). 

 

“So it's not so much waste management as where does your waste go? But do you 

have a place where you can go and compost? Do you have a place even where you 

can locally grow vegetables if you want to, especially if you live in a disadvantaged 

area where buying vegetables is too expensive?” 

-Workshop participant 

Even in cases where legally required remediation of a contaminated site was at stake (cf. Whitestown, 

Co. Wicklow) it fell to the local authority to manage the process of cleaning it up, despite the fact that 

the local authority had also been disposing of household waste at the site. Those found guilty of 

offences under the Waste Management Act in that case served sentences of approximately 18 months 
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and were fined £4,500 (Irish pounds) each. Following extensive legal proceedings Wicklow County 

Council took over responsibility for the remediation of the site, at a cost of nearly €4 million to date. The 

State has since 2018 undertaken 100% of the capital costs of the remediation and aftercare of 

discontinued landfill sites operated by local authorities, private landfills taken into State ownership and 

illegal dumps as well as the restoration or creation of wetlands to compensate for those previously used 

as dumps. The total cost to the exchequer is estimated by the Comptroller’s office to be €250 million 

(Comptroller and Auditor General, 2019). 

 

Another unforeseen consequence arising from the implementation of waste decisions and the 

privatisation of services at local level is the impact on disadvantaged socio-economic populations of 

more expensive or reduced frequency in waste collection services. As local authorities stepped back 

from waste management services, the requirement to provide a clear system of assistance for weaker 

socio-economic groups was poorly addressed and waiver systems were abandoned, leading to a rise 

in illegal dumping and household burning of rubbish. 

 

4.2.4 Water quality 

The EPA’s most recent report on water quality opens by highlighting that human activities continue to 

have negative impacts on our water networks (EPA, 2021b). Over 40% of rivers and lakes are of 

unsatisfactory quality, and 230 rivers experienced quality declines since the previous assessment. 

There are ongoing impacts from nutrient pollution, which is primarily caused by nitrogen and 

phosphorus from agriculture and wastewater. There is a notable geographical dimension to this 

pollution, with levels of nitrates being particularly high in waterbodies in the south, southeast and east 

which is attributed to the intensive agricultural practices in those regions. High nitrate concentrations 

cause eutrophication (excessive growth of plants and algae), which has negative consequences on 

aquatic ecosystems and impacts recreational activities, and can also pose risks to human health if 

present in drinking water. Excess nitrate levels were responsible for two of eight water restrictions 

(where it is advised that alternative water sources, such as bottled water, be used) in 2019 (EPA, 

2020c). 

 

“There's 529 traveller families who live on unofficial sites. And quite often they're the 

most affected in terms of not having access to running water, not having access to 

toilet facilities, sanitation facilities. And that was very evident, obviously, during 

COVID, in terms of the emergency response that had to be put in place, there was 4 

million euros spent last year on just the very basics in terms of water tanks for traveller 

sites around the country.” 

-Workshop participant 

Other factors also impact on drinking water quality and have implications for environmental justice. The 

EPA’s report on drinking water quality in 2019 highlighted how there is insufficient action in replacing 

lead pipe connections, even a small length of which can result in health impacts (EPA, 2020c). Irish 

Water (2017) estimates that there are 180,000 homes in Ireland which have lead piping and while Irish 

Water is responsible for the replacement of lead pipework within the distribution network, it is the 

responsibility of the property owner to remove lead connections within their property boundary. The 

National Lead Strategy is primarily concerned with the presence of lead in public and state-owned 

buildings such as schools, hospitals, and local authority housing. However, the EPA notes that the 

number and locations of such buildings are not known and that a comprehensive plan to tackle the 

issue has yet to materialise (EPA, 2020c). 
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4.2.5 Flooding and flood risk 

One of the most significant climate impacts that Ireland is likely to face is the increased risk of flooding 

events, associated with higher-than-normal levels of rainfall intensity and coastal storms due to sea 

level rise (Nolan and Flanagan, 2020). There is a risk that one-in-100-year floods will become one-in-

80 and probably one-in-50 year events, with up to 2 metres of sea level rise possible by 2100. Across 

Britain and Ireland flood magnitudes have been increasing at a rate of about five per cent per decade 

since the 1960s, according to a recent study (Blöschl et al., 2019). This invariably means standards of 

protection decline over time, so infrastructure built during the 1960s in Ireland is no longer adequate to 

withstand the magnitude of flooding now predicted for vulnerable areas.  

 

The Office of Public Works is responsible for providing location specific flood risk and management 

information, as well as flood risk management plans for specific areas at risk. However the information 

available on their website (www.floodinfo.ie) is highly technical, and not easy for non-experts to 

navigate. The OPW’s National Catchment-based Flood Risk Assessment Programme has examined 

flood risk, and possible measures to address the risk, in 300 communities throughout the country. 

However, consideration of flood risk has not prevented some councillors from rezoning land for 

development in high-risk zones.xxii  

 

Flood relief measures, however, will not benefit all households and businesses that are actually at risk 

of flooding. Insurers treat flood risk differently from storm damage, and many households discover that 

they have no or insufficient cover following a flooding event, which can be completely devastating. If a 

person’s home which is uninsurable becomes uninhabitable due to flooding, there may be no protection 

available. The homeowner will still be liable for their mortgage and even face a demolition bill from the 

local authority. This is all the more devastating in the case of a homeowner on low income.  

 

Evidence from Germany (Reaños, 2021b) finds that high income households have a higher probability 

of being insured, living in safe areas, and having implemented physical or behavioural flood mitigation 

measures than poorer households. Among better off households, adaptive capacity is relatively high, 

which contributes to lower expected flood damage. By contrast, flood damage disproportionally hurts 

low income households, particularly families with dependent children and households with a head at 

retirement age. It will be essential to engage local communities in understanding the potential threats 

posed by flooding, and the actions that land and property owners can take to mitigate risk in ways that 

do not cause further environmental damage. The state needs to take additional measures if there is a 

significant risk of flooding (expected to increase over time) in a more deprived area. 

 

It is not just extreme weather that drives flooding. Hard surfaces and lack of soakage is known to 

contribute to flood risk. The land should have a sponge-like ability to absorb heavy rainfall, but in many 

areas across Europe farming practices and urban development such as roadways, drainage and the 

removal of natural vegetation has the effect of channelling water into rivers far more rapidly, with 

disastrous results. Many scientists are now advocating measures such as the blocking of drains, 

removal of dykes and even reintroduction of beavers to restore the land’s ability to slow water down, in 

contrast to the highly engineered approaches of separating water from people (Kolbert, 2021). 

 

Such approaches are referred to as Natural Flood Management (NFM). This approach favours soft 

engineering techniques that slow the flow or store water, such as tree planting, buffer strips and 

reconnecting water bodies to flood plains. By contrast, hard engineering approaches involve building 

walls or culverts which may be expensive, as well as reducing the habitat for wildlife.  One such example 

is the Clonmany area in Co. Donegal where the Inishowen Rivers Trust has embarked on a project to 

implement NFM techniques following a severe flooding event in 2017.xxiii The goal of the project is to 

http://www.floodinfo.ie/
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reduce flood risk, improve water quality and to restore riparian habitats in the upper reaches of the 

rivers and tributaries. The project also aims to build community capacity to maintain NFM and enable 

the transfer of this knowledge to other locations. This project should be seen as an exemplar in 

community based approaches to flood awareness and management. It offers benefits both to affected 

households as well as to local wildlife and nature conservation, and it may well offer more appropriate 

and replicable solutions for many areas of the country that are not covered by OPW flood relief 

schemes.  

 

4.3 Public services 

4.3.1 Housing and planning: Meeting a variety of community needs 

Ireland has a large dispersed settlement pattern in rural areas, characterised in part by traditional 

agricultural practices, a flight from towns and cities, in addition to the lower housing and construction 

costs facilitated by historically permissive planning policies (Brereton et al., 2011). The flight of middle 

classes to the suburbs and rural areas over the past three decades may also reveal a decline in urban 

environmental quality or, at least, the increasing lack of affordability of housing in built-up and urban 

centres.  

 

“We worry [about the goal of ensuring] that properties are upgraded to a minimum 

BER in the private rented sector by 2025. But that's in four years’ time, you're never 

going to achieve that. What does that mean? Does that mean properties are taken off 

the market?... one of the fallouts may be that landlords end up selling the homes. And 

that will leave many people without access to housing, which is already a significant 

issue.” 

-Workshop participant 

Due to the spiralling costs and limited availability of affordable accommodation, housing status has 

become a proxy for many other aspects of well-being in national discourse and even in some measures 

of social deprivation (see section 3.2). However, this is unduly limiting: there is more to housing than 

just shelter, security, or affordability. Housing is a physical basis for community and for social 

interaction, and truly healthy urban environments meet a range of vital needs including mobility, 

adequate public transportation, access to public health, and safe places to exercise and play (Cole et 

al., 2017). 

 

"One obstacle for private renters is they don't have any autonomy over the 

accommodation that they are renting... And, and even if they did, they wouldn't 

necessarily be able to afford it.. Grants aren’t available to renters in the same way 

they're available to owner occupiers." 

-Workshop participant 

There is a paradox at the heart of spatial planning: the very absence of environmental amenities that 

are associated with gentrified urban areas (e.g., trees, litter control, parks, lower housing densities) can 

lead to lower property values and rents, which may in turn contribute to the affordability of an area for 

low-income residents. In this way, lower income communities may be threatened by gentrification and 

revitalisation where ‘renewal’ and redevelopment leads to what Peter Marcuse terms ‘exclusionary 

displacement’ (2015) and a reduction in racial and socio-economic diversity (Checker, 2011). 
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“There's almost 300,000 private rented tenancies in the country. But thinking 
particularly about those more vulnerable or marginalized renters, there's such difficulty 
in accessing affordable housing. It isn't a case of you can pick and choose …. I’d like 
to be near green spaces. I can't even have a dog if you rent and go for a walk. It's like 
- you take what you can get.” 

-Workshop participant 

 

4.3.2 Access to nature/green space 

Green spaces provide ecosystem services, opportunities for physical activity and social interaction 

(Enssle and Kabisch, 2020). Contact with nature is linked with measurable health and well-being 

improvements (EPA, 2020b). While research into this area remains low in Ireland, several recent 

studies have pointed to inequitable access to nature and public open spaces. For example, a tree-cover 

mapping exercise undertaken in Dublin showed that affluent areas of the city had significantly more 

tree cover, and that while places such as Ballsbridge, Dublin 4 had more trees than residents, the north 

inner city generally has more than 10 residents per tree (Clavin et al., 2021). Safe and accessible play 

areas for children is also important for the social, psychological and physical development of children, 

contributing to their independence (Bourke, 2014). However, provision of such play spaces varies 

greatly around the country.  

 

"So at times, poverty actually excludes people from accessing those things that give 
them the health benefits. And those are some of the sorts of social determinants of 
our health that people who are living in poverty do not have the privilege to access. 
We have a lot of nice places in green areas… But not everyone is able to go there. 
So there's that issue of poverty, not discrimination." 

-Workshop participant 

A study on access to green and blue spaces during the Covid-19 pandemic highlighted a 

‘socioeconomic gradient in inequalities’ in such access (EPA, 2020b). The study found that those in the 

lowest income group spent the lowest average number of days in green/blue spaces. Another notable 

finding was the difference between urban and rural residents in regard to the perceived proximity of 

green/blue spaces: those living in isolated rural areas felt such spaces were not within an easy walking 

distance, while urban dwellers felt they were. However, a lack of green/blue spaces was not given as 

one of the main barriers to interaction with outdoor spaces. Local factors such as perceptions of safety, 

service provision and cleanliness can influence the perceived adequacy and usability of such spaces 

(Barlow et al., 2021). As such, the quality of a given area may impact the public perceptions of the 

usability of green spaces within it.  

  

4.3.3 Transport and active travel opportunities 

Transport is the biggest emitter of energy-related CO2 emissions, with the private cars accounting for 

40% of transport final energy demand. In 2019, cars accounted for almost 74% of journeys on Irish 

roads, with active travel and public transport accounting for 15% and 6.5%, respectively (Department 

of Transport, 2021). In 2020, the transport sector in Ireland was the greatest source of energy-related 

CO2 emissions (at 40%) with cars responsible for the largest share of that (also 40%) (SEAI, 2020).  

 

“But then there’s Cobh and Youghal and there is maybe a bus once a day, it's quite 

expensive. In Cobh, there is a train that's quite expensive... And something that I'm 

very passionate about is for the young kids in that area to go to college, it's too 
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expensive. And no matter what they get in leaving cert, they, because of this issue, 

are more likely to be fourth generation unemployed. And it's literally just because there 

is no way to get them to UCC, or CIT, or, or any of the town, which is just a crying 

shame.” 

-Workshop participant 

Ireland’s low-density development and the priority given to roads-based infrastructure in transport 

planning has impeded the development of high quality transportation networks based on active modes 

and mass transit rail and bus. Indeed, transport poverty is under-explored and a poorly articulated issue, 

given the historical primacy of private car in transport planning and capital spending (Carroll et al., 

2021). Research over the past couple of decades points to a strong correlation between social exclusion 

and transport poverty (Sloman, 2006), which is defined as a lack of access to essential goods and 

services, as well as ‘lock-out’ from planning and decision-making processes, which can result in further 

social and transport inequalities (Lucas, 2012). 

 

“I live in a rural area, so I'm going to be relying on public transport as I get older and if 

I can't walk the 1.2 kilometres to get the bus, I'm stuck here. It's not a public transport 

bus, it’s a private bus. But the faster buses don't take the travel pass. So you're on the 

slow bus going around the country.” 

-Workshop participant 

The Pobal Index, based on the 2016, census shows that there are large areas of the country, particularly 

in the north-west, west and south-west that are experiencing high levels of transport disadvantage. 

Research by Carroll et al. (2021) points to a correlation between good quality transport links and lower 

levels of deprivation, whereas approximately 50% of rural settlements not covered by the Rural 

Transport Service are considered as deprived or very deprived. The study found that the majority of 

areas at transport disadvantage risk in rural Ireland are also deprived along socio-economic 

dimensions, reinforcing the pattern of social deprivation and transport disadvantage. Coupled with rural 

depopulation and the closure and relocation of many essential services, car dependency is reinforced 

by the lack of joined-up thinking in planning for the transport requirements of new developments. The 

spatial separation of activities such as employment, education, health, and recreational, and the 

resulting derived need to travel to access these services exacerbates the reliance on private transport. 

 

“Safe Routes to School interventions make a huge difference to safety, and to people 

and to accessibility, like dished footpaths, that kind of thing. They're absolutely vital. 

And they're cost-effective ways of really urging people to walk or cycle by just moving 

footpaths and junctions.” 

-Workshop participant 

In urban areas, too, the car dominates as a result of socio-political choices, but the impacts of car 

dependency and car domination do not affect everyone equally (Wickham and Lohan, 1999). As more 

space is given over to private cars, mobility and access for those using other modes is diminished. 

Wickham and Lohan (1999) note that Copenhagen or Helsinki have as low a population density as 

Dublin, but most development is clustered around public transport nodes. By contrast, Dublin is the 

most socially segregated of the cities studied, at least in terms of the extent to which the working class 

area is a one-class area, making it difficult for many residents to imagine life without a car, even in 
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areas with public transport. While car use exacerbates air and noise pollution, favouring it over other 

sustainable modes of transport also ‘locks in’ other forms of inequality and social deprivation. In 

settlements that require car ownership, people on lower incomes who cannot afford a car have difficulty 

accessing jobs, shops, and public amenities, and engaging in community and social activities.  

 

Moreover, provision for cars can result in the removal of barriers to traffic flow (such as replacing traffic 

lights with roundabouts), barriers that can make roads safer for pedestrians, cyclists, and vulnerable 

road users (Sloman, 2003; 2006). This provision for cars can have a snowball effect whereby instead 

of ‘solving’ congestion problems, it tends to lead to more traffic and thus greater demand for ever more 

infrastructure to accommodate extra cars, in effect trumping latent demand for other modes of travel 

(Wood, 1994). 

 

In their analysis of the impact of Dublin’s housing boom of the 2000’s and after, Caulfield and Ahern 

(2014) found that new housing developments built during that period encouraged car dependency, and 

that the numbers of cars per household in newer homes is at a higher level than for those in older 

homes. In particular, they found that newer housing stock are much more likely to be multiple car 

households, and are more likely to have 4 or more cars per household. As these households expand 

with children over time, car ownership levels in these households will continue to increase. The authors 

conclude that ‘this natural progression will further escalate the unsustainable commuting patterns in 

these areas’ (ibid., p.27). 

 

Giving priority, in terms of space, funding, and infrastructure planning, to active modes and public 

transport, alongside shared mobility schemes that connect modes—for example, e-bike hire with train 

or bus services, or a rural link service—would be important policy interventions to address transport 

poverty, alongside lowering fares and allowing for multiple journey/mode tickets (Machado et al., 2018). 

However, the 2021 Climate Action Plan is short on measures for rural transport, and proposes merely 

to implement an ‘enhanced rural transport system’ under Action 245 without specifying any guiding 

principles or targets for enhancing services for vulnerable or marginalised communities (Government 

of Ireland, 2021c, p.142). There is no mention of transport poverty in the Climate Action Plan 

(Government of Ireland, 2021b).  

 

4.4 Marginalised voices 

4.4.1 Older People 

As we age, we tend to become more vulnerable to environmental pollution and inequality in various 

forms (Day, 2010). Evidence collated by the European Environment Agency (2018) indicates that the 

impacts of air pollution, noise, and extreme temperatures occur as a combination of vulnerability and 

exposure to hazards (such as advanced age combined with low socio-economic status), that intensify 

the impacts of environmental health hazards on vulnerable people. In Ireland, research has highlighted 

the heightened risk of fuel poverty among older people living alone (Scott et al., 2008), as well as the 

health risks faced by older people living on fixed, low incomes such as State pensions (O’Shea, 2016). 

Older people may be more reluctant to invest in retrofits or upgrades, being uncertain of the return or 

benefit. Rising energy and fuel costs may eat up a higher share of fixed incomes.  

 

 

“Older people feel they're invisible unless they hold a role of status, in their job or in 

their community. There’s still a sense of being disenfranchised, and that their particular 

needs are niche, as opposed to recognizing that all of us if we're lucky enough, are all 

going to age." 

-Workshop participant 
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Ageing also makes us more physically vulnerable to air pollution, traffic, and community severance. 

Increased rates of hospitalisation among older people have been correlated with high levels of air 

pollution. A recent study highlighted significant rises in hospital admissions in Dublin city on days of 

poor air quality (for sufferers of asthma, chronic obstructive airways disease, and heart failure, who tend 

to be older residents) (Quintyne et al., 2020). With regard to traffic and community severance, large 

wide roads tend to speed up traffic and generate hazards for older people as they try to cross from one 

side to the other (Anciaes et al., 2016). Consider, for example, the Ballymun Rd in Dublin 9 which is a 

6-lane dual-carriageway and has a median in places, making it difficult for local residents, especially 

those with mobility impairments, to use amenities and shops on both sides of the road.  

 

“Because [all these issues are] intergenerational. Breaking the poverty cycle is really, 
really important. Otherwise, people are in this [for] multiple generations. And for us, 
you know, in the context of aging in place, and being able to live an age and a 
community in which you've built your life, because that's what most people want to 
do, but also keep your community vibrant and alive. So that you don't end up like, 
you know, in your one-bedroom flat, and all your neighbours have moved 
somewhere else.” 

-Workshop participant 

There is a considerable body of literature on the importance of green spaces for an ageing population. 

Older people are more affected by the absence of parks and public amenities, or the poor design of 

urban green spaces (Enssle and Kabisch, 2020). Studies have highlighted the potential for high levels 

of quality urban green space to reduce social isolation and loneliness among older people (Sikorska et 

al., 2020) as well as to create opportunities for ties between generations as ‘spaces of encounter’ 

(Piekut and Valentine, 2017; Bourke, 2017). However scant attention is paid to the needs and 

preferences of older people in the design of green spaces and public parks in Ireland, such as the 

desire for pleasant vegetation, age-convenient benches and shelters, and the safe interaction of diverse 

user groups (Ottoni et al., 2016).  

 

“Older people are not [necessarily] in a marginalized group. So there are some very 
well-off, well resourced, highly resilient and adaptable, older people as there are at all 
stages of our lives. And then there are people who are in more vulnerable situations, 
either because there may be living in a home that has is older itself has poor insulation, 
they can't afford to eat, the upfront retrofit [costs] are not affordable, or they're not 
eligible. And …there is a digital literacy and illiteracy issue as well. So even accessing 
information, now able to fill in forms and kind of follow through the bureaucracy of all 
of us is complicated as well.” 

-Workshop participant 

The provision of appropriate, frequent, and quality public transport services that meets the needs of 

older people is also essential. A report for the Irish Longitudinal Study on Ageing found that almost 90% 

of over-50s in Ireland used the car as their main form of transport (either as driver or passenger) with 

just 9% relying on public transport (Donoghue et al., 2017). The inadequacy of public transport options 

outside of Dublin was highlighted by 58% of rural respondents considering public transport services 

poor or very poor. They cited issues such as limited bus routes, (threatened) route closures, infrequent 

and inconvenient scheduling, and the necessity of walking long distances to stops. While free public 

transport is available to those over 66 via the free travel scheme, it is essential that the services in place 

meet their needs. Otherwise, the potential benefits of such schemes, for those who avail of it and for 

the environment, will not be fully realised.  
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“If you're an older person, if the bus stop is moved from wherever it was on the road, 

or there isn't a bus shelter, with a seat, [that’s an issue]. So it is about being accessible, 

as well as the access…. So applying universal design principles to the actual design 

of the bus as well as the route of the bus is also really important.” 

-Workshop participant 

4.4.2 The Traveller Community 

According to the 2016 Census, there are roughly 32,000 members of the Traveller community in Ireland, 

making up 0.7% of the total population. Irish Travellers were granted ethnic status in 2017. As a very 

small minority group within Ireland, they have experienced endemic discrimination and suffer a range 

of inequalities in relation to access to education, amenities, and services. Travellers suffer from very 

high rates of unemployment and health inequalities, in part due to the substandard but long-term 

temporary accommodation that many families have experienced. Local authorities have failed to 

provide the required accommodation for which funding has been earmarked for decades, with the result 

that many families are forced to remain in temporary halting sites with inadequate water or sanitation 

facilities (Galway Traveller Movement, 2009). Halting sites have been traditionally sited ‘out of sight’ 

and frequently located near traditional dumps or landfills, and motorways.  

 

"But especially during COVID-19, there was a huge lack of access to proper sanitation 

for traveling communities. And that would obviously create mental issues, mental 

health issues, as well as just purely environmental or social and justice issues." 

 

“Traveller halting sites and refugee centres are very much like hidden from the rest of 

the community in some way. Under the Planning and Development Act, traveller 

accommodation is supposed to be located close to resources. And I suppose, 

environmental justice would look like that being implemented in terms of the county 

development plans, really focusing on that and making sure that land is zoned for 

traveller specific accommodation, and that it is well located and that the resources are 

there. And I know even like in the recent no end in sight report, like they talked about 

sites, just having no natural light on certain times of day and talked about the access 

for the children to their schools, you know, those kinds of things.” 

-Workshop participants 

Travellers are at heightened risk of energy poverty, especially those living in mobile homes and trailers 

that are relying on solid fuel for heating. Travellers living in mobiles or trailers are therefore around nine 

times as likely to go without heat as the population at large and research conducted by Pavee Point 

showed that their average spend on energy was 26.1% (median) and 28.0% (mean) of disposable 

income; around five to six times higher than the corresponding figure of 4.6% for the population as a 

whole according to official statistics. Energy poverty impacts on the health of Traveller families, with a 

considerable number of people affected by respiratory conditions and many suffering from high levels 

of stress in managing day to day needs. This is in spite of recommendations made in a landmark study 

conducted on behalf of the Traveller Health Unit in the Eastern Region in 2004 that highlighted problems 

such as; illegal dumping; sewage and drainage problems; poor building fabric; site design problems 

(limiting access to sites by emergency services); water hygiene; pest infestation and environmental 
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hazards from land adjoining Traveller sites. Many of these problems persist to this day (Pavee Point, 

2004). 

 

“Most of the reasons why the traveling community are still so separated from normal 

communities… is because of that discrimination, and they are discriminated against 

and are put outside of cities as opposed to actually being part of a community.” 

-Workshop participant 

4.4.3 Women  

Women are vulnerable to environmental risks and harms in a number of ways. Firstly, the gender 

dimension to socio-economic disadvantage means that they are already suffering from higher levels of 

poverty, a gender pay gap, and a gender pensions gap, making women more exposed to higher health 

costs and compound impacts over their lifetimes (Karpf, 2021). Changes in the structure of the labour 

market favouring casualisation, coupled with the lack of affordable, accessible childcare are pushing 

more women workers into low pay and precarious part-time work. This has the effect of adding to the 

burdens that women face carrying multiple ‘shifts’ on a daily basis from paid work to household tasks, 

and caring responsibilities for children or elderly parents. Some feminists argue that approaches to 

environmental justice that do not incorporate a feminist critique of the role of women in the family and 

workplace are likely to reproduce rather than correct inequalities (Okin, 1989). 

 

"We are concerned about the lack of women's voices, our participation in all local, 

regional and national decision making spaces." 

-Workshop participant 

Secondly, women may be more physically vulnerable to certain forms of pollution such as those that 

bio-accumulate in fatty tissues or toxic chemicals that are particularly hazardous to reproductive 

systems. There is a large literature on this topic from an environmental health perspective but very little 

by way of engaging women directly in environmental decision-making as a means of challenging the 

treadmill of production of toxics in the first place.  

 

“So there's still a lot of barriers to moving people into more active modes of 
transport. There's a gender dimension to that, and I think any of the environmental 
incentives for example the cycle to work scheme, to try to change people's 
behaviour, are tied those in paid employment or to taxes would necessarily benefit 
women as well, because there's a lot of women who are not in the paid workforce.” 

-Workshop participant 

Deepening inequalities entrench the exclusion or marginalisation of women’s voices—particularly those 

of poor women—from decision-making. Yet it is also striking that many of the voices leading the 

environmental and climate justice movement internationally are those of women (Verchick, 2004). To 

the extent that there is a gender dimension to climate and environmental policies, very little attention 

has been paid to the particular requirements for public participation by women, or the long-term impacts 

of environmental inequality on women’s health. Very little information is provided in the Well-being 

Framework on gender, but what is available is not correlated with health or environmental data.  

 

“There's lots of international research and certainly in the global south, we know that 
women are being disproportionately impacted by climate change, and then also the 
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burden of climate mitigation. And, you know, we see [policies targeting] women as 
consumers and looking after the home, and the kind of a burden being placed on 
women in that role, as you know, do your shopping differently, recycle differently, do 
all these things, to address an issue that wasn't of your making.” 

-Workshop participant 

In a submission prepared for the Department of Transport in 2020, the National Women’s Council of 

Ireland (NWCI) noted that despite the fact that transport projects and policies are often considered to 

equally benefit women and men, there is a large body of literature emphasising that transport is not 

gender neutral (NWCI, 2020). The NWCI noted that gender is a significant factor in accounting for 

differences in mobility and travel behaviour and that inclusive, universal design was essential to prevent 

inequalities and discrimination. The submission recommended the inclusion of gender analysis in 

transport planning and implementation and that additional steps should be taken to ensure that active 

travel is also a viable option for people with disabilities. 

 

“It's also an issue about resourcing community workers. A lot of youth workers now, in 

training and college, are learning about environmental education, and they are 

bringing this to the youth clubs that they work with, but that work is not well resourced.” 

-Workshop participant 

 

4.4.4 Migrants 

In Western European countries, migrants tend to be among the most vulnerable groups in society. They 

face economic hardships, difficult living and working conditions, and frequently face hostility and 

prejudice. Migrants face particular and ongoing challenges integrating into Ireland. In addition to the 

challenges of losing familiar landscapes and cultural comfort zones, they experience deprivations both 

physically and socially, and relocation may be a traumatic experience (Mountz, 2011).  

 

Migrants experience exclusion and discrimination on grounds of race, ethnicity, language barriers and 

residency status, along with particular difficulties accessing housing. Those in Direct Provision have 

very low disposable incomes and no choice over their accommodation or food. They are particularly 

vulnerable to exploitation and tend to end up in jobs that involve long hours with low pay. A high number 

of undocumented migrants work in caring, catering, retail, and hospitality sectors, all of which were 

greatly impacted by Covid-19 restrictions. Enforcement of their rights can be particularly difficult where 

their legal status may be uncertain. The Migrants Rights Centre of Ireland surveyed undocumented 

migrants in 2020 and found that 46% were working more than 40 hours a week and 26% did not even 

receive the minimum wage. While ethnicity and race are listed among the key social dimensions of 

environmental justice research, to date, there has been very little research conducted in Ireland on the 

experience of ethnic minorities and migrants of environmental quality and environmental justice 

(Walker, 2012 p.2).  

 

"Migrants are excluded from this conversation. And because most people don't even 

decide where they live, and what type of services that they access. And that's one of 

the challenges that migrants find themselves in. We don't have that privilege… they 

do not have the right to even say I can't live here, because this is affecting the health 

of my child because of the pollution of because of the poor conditions in those areas." 
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-Workshop participant 

When it comes to public participation in environmental decision-making migrants often face language 

and information barriers. However, the adversities that migrants experience are not just economic or 

cultural. They are particularly vulnerable to ‘spatial adversity’ and lack access to spatial resources, in 

terms of green spaces which operate as public and shared settings that support inclusion or that can, 

by contrast, enforce exclusion. Migrants live in degraded neighbourhoods where parks and recreational 

facilities are poorly provided for, or they experience practical obstacles such as lack of multilingual 

signs, and social barriers such as discrimination, fear and perceptions of unsafety. All these aspects 

constitute issues of landscape injustice, since they prevent or discourage ethnic minorities from visiting 

parks and other recreational green spaces and enjoying the health benefits they provide (Egoz and De 

Nardi, 2017). 

 

"Is it possible to have ambassadors from marginalized groups? like I think one thing, 
which is very important in any movement is that when we are bringing carry people 
along, is we have representation, and it's important that the people that we are trying 
to reach, actually understand that people that look like me, are involved in this 
movement? So is there any way or an opportunity that you can build the capacity and 
have ambassadors, ambassadors for those marginalized groups, actually 
championing this environmental justice rather than just leaving the conversation?" 

-Workshop participant 

Most of the information that the public receives about environmental issues comes from the traditional 

media. But for migrants that have not had an education in Ireland, the language used appears exclusive 

and inaccessible. Organisations working with and representing migrants point out that environmental 

communications should be user-friendly and take into consideration that English may not be the first 

language of people living in Ireland.  

 

“I think it's about building the capacity and supporting those that will not have the 

awareness. I think awareness raising is very important. There are people that have 

never had an education in Ireland, and environmental issues are new to them, they 

might not have experienced them in their countries of origin. Most people will be 

struggling to put food on the table and struggling with everyday issues.” 

-Workshop participant 
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5. Recommendations for policy and future research 

5.1. Monitoring, data collection and information provision 

5.1.1 The Dáil declared a climate and biodiversity emergency in May 2019. However, these twin and 

overlapping crises are still not receiving the required attention by Government and the Oireachtas. 

Meanwhile, climate policies have the potential to exacerbate inequalities. The most urgent 

recommendation from this study is that the Government should commission a comprehensive analysis 

investigating the link between deprivation and environmental quality across a range of environmental 

indicators to assess the impact on marginalised and vulnerable communities.  

5.1.2 Census and quarterly household surveys should be reviewed to ensure that all relevant 

information is being collected to contribute to the understanding of links between social deprivation and 

environmental quality.   

5.1.3 The websites of the EPA and OPW should be reviewed for their accessibility, especially for people 

with lower levels of educational attainment, so that data on environmental quality and flood risk is easily 

understood, with local information readily accessible.  

5.1.4 The Well-being Framework being developed by the Government should incorporate measures of 

environmental injustice as well as more detail on local environmental quality.  

5.1.5 Citizen science must be encouraged and supported but should not be treated as a substitute for 

official and publicly available data collection. For example, all schools in urban areas should have air 

quality monitoring equipment. 

5.2 Resourcing access to justice 

5.2.1 The Government should provide support for public participation in environmental decision making, 

by ensuring that civil legal aid is available to community and environmental groups who wish to take 

legal actions in defence of the environment.  

5.2.2 The provisions of the Housing and Planning and Development Bill (2019) that restrict access to 

justice for plaintiffs seeking to challenge environmental decisions should be abandoned. Planning fees 

should be eliminated for civil society organisations.  

5.2.3 The Government should, in following through on its commitment in the Programme for 

Government to set up a specialised environmental court, adopt the approach of the Land and 

Environment Court in New South Wales, Australia. The court should allow broad access to justice to 

include broad rules of standing and a limitation on costs. This should be accompanied by a public 

education and engagement programme. This is an important cornerstone of an effective environmental 

court, particularly for marginalised groups. A programme of educational outreach would improve the 

court’s visibility and credibility, helping people to understand its importance.   

5.2.4 The Government should support engagement and participation within communities on 

environmental matters via the Public Participation Networks and local authority plans under the 2021 

Climate Act to ensure the fulfilment of Aarhus Convention obligations and to build consensus on the 

need for environmental protection.  

5.2.5 Funding supports for community groups and environmental organisations should explicitly support 

building capacity at community level for public participation in environmental decision-making through 

funding supports for dedicated staff who can facilitate and maintain community engagement.  
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5.2.5 Accountability and effective remedy for human rights harms caused by environmental injustices 

should be ensured. Environmental injustices, including air pollution, flooding, and extreme weather 

events caused by climate change, are already infringing the rights of the most marginalised in Irish 

society. Meaningful remedies, including judicial and other redress mechanisms, must be provided.  

5.2.6 The Government—including local authorities—should proactively provide public information and 

training sessions on the Aarhus Convention and how communities can use the Convention effectively. 

5.3 Environmental rights 

5.3.1 The Government should consider establishing a citizens’ assembly or other review mechanism to 

consider constitutional impediments to environmental justice and a new legal framework for 

environmental rights. Such a review should consider ways to decouple environmental rights from 

property rights; community-specific environmental rights (e.g., travellers, local authority tenants); and 

the scope for defining the rights of future generations and non-humans. 

5.3.2 The Government should commission a review of recent legal decisions to ascertain the scope for 

strengthening restorative justice measures in environmental law.  

5.3.3 The Government should consider the establishment of an Ombudsman for environmental justice 

and future generations, following the example of the Welsh Future Generations Commissioner. 

Measures to address intergenerational injustice, such as reducing the voting age and the discount rate 

used in public policy, could be considered.  

5.4 National policy considerations 

5.4.1 The Department of Housing, Local Government and Heritage in conjunction with the Department 

of the Environment, Climate and Communications should produce a national policy statement on 

environmental justice that would be applied by all public bodies in their decision-making functions. The 

goal of this statement should be to identify ways to maximise the public participation of marginalised 

and vulnerable communities in environmental decision-making, and to ensure that their voices and 

views are heard and reflected in policy outcomes.  

5.4.2 All climate, energy, and environmental policies, especially those involving market-based 

instruments, should be equality and poverty proofed before being approved by Government.  

5.4.3 The maximum available resources should be mobilised to address environmental injustices. The 

state should use all the fiscal and monetary levers at its disposal, including borrowing at low-interest 

rates and generating additional revenue through fair taxation that tackles high carbon consumption. 

Communities have seen during the Covid-19 pandemic what is possible in terms of financial levers 

when an issue is treated as a genuine emergency.  

5.5 Energy poverty and climate policies 

5.5.1 The last strategy to combat energy poverty lapsed in 2019—three years ago. An inter-

departmental strategy must be introduced as a matter of priority. Data collection on energy poverty 

must be improved so that we can effectively monitor progress in tackling the issue.  

5.5.2 The National Retrofit Plan should be poverty and equality proofed to identify the potential for 

accelerating actions to alleviate energy and fuel poverty among low-income households in all types of 

housing tenures. Targets should be set for eliminating fuel poverty. 

5.5.3 The National Retrofit Plan should include an obligation to consult with persons living in fuel poverty 

to ensure best practice and reflect the principle ‘nothing about us, without us’.   
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Endnotes 

 
i Scotland, for example, boasts a lively political, activist and academic discourse around 

environmental justice themes. See, for example, Scandrett et al., (2000), Scandrett (2007), Christman 

(2018),  and Pedersen (2009), Todd and Zografos (2005), Dunion (2019), and Fairburn et al., (2005). 

ii The UNECE Convention on Access to Information, Public Participation in Decision-making and 

Access to Justice in Environmental Matters was adopted in Aarhus, Denmark in 1998. The Aarhus 

Convention links human rights and environmental protection, and sets out the duties of public bodies 

in relation to environmental information and decision-making processes. See 

https://unece.org/fileadmin/DAM/env/pp/documents/cep43e.pdf.  

iii Some courts are beginning to acknowledge the rights of future generations as they relate to 

environmental justice too, e.g., Neubauer et al. v Germany 2021. 

iv Karen McVeigh, ‘West accused of ‘climate hypocrisy’ as emissions dwarf those of poor countries’ 

The Guardian, 28th January 2022 

 https://www.theguardian.com/global-development/2022/jan/28/west-accused-of-climate-hypocrisy-as-

emissions-dwarf-those-of-poor-countries.  

v The IPCC’s 5th Assessment report (Working Group II – Impacts, Adaptation and Vulnerability) notes 
that ‘People who are socially, economically, culturally, politically, institutionally, or otherwise 
marginalized are especially vulnerable to climate change and also to some adaptation and mitigation 
responses […] This heightened vulnerability is rarely due to a single cause. Rather, it is the product of 
intersecting social processes that result in inequalities in socioeconomic status and income, as well as 
in exposure. Such social processes include, for example, discrimination on the basis of gender, class, 
ethnicity, age, and (dis)ability.’ See 
https://www.ipcc.ch/site/assets/uploads/2018/02/ar5_wgII_spm_en.pdf. The report of Working Group 
II of the 6th Assessment also notes for the first time that ‘the term climate justice, while used in 
different ways in different contexts by different communities, generally includes three principles: 
distributive justice which refers to the allocation of burdens and benefits among individuals, nations 
and generations; procedural justice which refers to who decides and participates in decision-making; 
and recognition which entails basic respect and robust engagement with and fair consideration of 
diverse cultures and perspectives.’ See 
https://report.ipcc.ch/ar6wg2/pdf/IPCC_AR6_WGII_SummaryForPolicymakers.pdf  
 

vi See, for example, International Labour Office (2015).  

vii See, however, TASC (2020).  

viii See https://www.epa.gov/environmentaljustice/learn-about-environmental-justice.  

ix Harvey, F. (2021) Labour demands stricter air pollution limits after child poverty link revealed, The 

Guardian, 28th December 2021 

https://www.theguardian.com/environment/2021/dec/28/labour-highlights-link-between-child-poverty-

and-air-pollution.   

x See the Inspector’s report in relation to the Galway N6 City Ring Road motorway scheme to An Bord 

Pleanála at:  

https://www.pleanala.ie/anbordpleanala/media/abp/cases/reports/302/r302885.pdf?r=664761398908. 
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The Inspector noted that almost all of the observations made to the Bord on the proposed bypass 

referred to concerns about noise and air pollution. However, the Inspector was satisfied that the 

standard mitigation measures proposed by the applicant during construction would suffice, and that 

during the operational phase, no specific mitigation measures are proposed on the basis that ‘all air 

quality standards for the protection of human health and vegetation will be complied with’ (p.213). 

There was no requirement on the Inspector to consider particularly sensitive population groups, or 

indeed, the cumulative effect of pollution or car dependency. While the report includes a section on 

socio-economic impacts, this part of the report refers to the support for the road project from certain 

businesses and the potential for the road to lower journey times and attract tourism and investment 

(p.126).  

xi The full Supreme Court judgment in the case (Friends of the Irish environment CLG vs The 

Government of Ireland [2020] IESC 49)  is available at 

https://www.courts.ie/view/judgments/681b8633-3f57-41b5-9362-8cbc8e7d9215/981c098a-462b-

4a9a-9941-5d601903c9af/2020_IESC_49.pdf/pdf.  

xii A 2020 review of civil justice, chaired by former High Court President Peter Kelly, concluded that 

Ireland was a high cost litigation jurisdiction. 

xiii O’Sullivan. K. 2022. ‘EU official criticises targeting of environmental NGOs.’ The Irish Times. 21 

January. https://www.irishtimes.com/news/environment/eu-official-castigates-government-over-

environmental-court-costs-

1.4782718#:~:text=European%20Commission%20says%20it%20will,access%20to%20justice%20in

%20Ireland&text=The%20penal%20and%20uncertain%20costs,by%20a%20senior%20EU%20official

.  

xiv The Department of Justice Action Plan 2021 available at: 

https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Department_of_Justice_Action_Plan_2021.pdf/Files/Department_of_J

ustice_Action_Plan_2021.pdf. The O’Malley report however relates to the protections for vulnerable 

witnesses in the investigation and prosecution of sexual offences and makes no reference to 

environmental law. See: 

https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Review_of_Protections_for_Vulnerable_Witnesses_in%20the_Investig

ation_and_Prosecution_of_Sexual_Offences.pdf/Files/Review_of_Protections_for_Vulnerable_Witnes

ses_in%20the_Investigation_and_Prosecution_of_Sexual_Offences.pdf.   

xv See video here: https://www.linkedin.com/feed/update/urn:li:activity:6892056939380232192/.  

xvi However, the Minister for Justice Helen McEntee has recently announced legislative proposals that 

would ban SLAPP lawsuits if enacted. See Phelan, S. (2022) Cabinet will consider long overdue ‘anti-

SLAPP’ defamation reform bill, the Irish Independent 20th February 2022 

https://www.independent.ie/irish-news/courts/cabinet-will-consider-long-overdue-anti-slapp-

defamation-reform-bill-41364426.html.  

xvii The Irish Times (2021) Two extinction rebellion activists in court over department of foreign affairs 

graffiti 21st March 2021 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/crime-and-law/courts/district-court/two-

extinction-rebellion-activists-in-court-over-department-of-foreign-affairs-graffiti-1.4516014.  

xviii See, for example, a recent competition themed around biodiversity set up for schoolchildren by the 

forecourt company that sells oil and diesel transport fuels Applegreen 

https://drivechange.applegreen.com/biodive/. This type of advertising creates a positive, ‘green’ image 

https://www.courts.ie/view/judgments/681b8633-3f57-41b5-9362-8cbc8e7d9215/981c098a-462b-4a9a-9941-5d601903c9af/2020_IESC_49.pdf/pdf
https://www.courts.ie/view/judgments/681b8633-3f57-41b5-9362-8cbc8e7d9215/981c098a-462b-4a9a-9941-5d601903c9af/2020_IESC_49.pdf/pdf
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/environment/eu-official-castigates-government-over-environmental-court-costs-1.4782718#:~:text=European%20Commission%20says%20it%20will,access%20to%20justice%20in%20Ireland&text=The%20penal%20and%20uncertain%20costs,by%20a%20senior%20EU%20official
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/environment/eu-official-castigates-government-over-environmental-court-costs-1.4782718#:~:text=European%20Commission%20says%20it%20will,access%20to%20justice%20in%20Ireland&text=The%20penal%20and%20uncertain%20costs,by%20a%20senior%20EU%20official
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/environment/eu-official-castigates-government-over-environmental-court-costs-1.4782718#:~:text=European%20Commission%20says%20it%20will,access%20to%20justice%20in%20Ireland&text=The%20penal%20and%20uncertain%20costs,by%20a%20senior%20EU%20official
https://www.irishtimes.com/news/environment/eu-official-castigates-government-over-environmental-court-costs-1.4782718#:~:text=European%20Commission%20says%20it%20will,access%20to%20justice%20in%20Ireland&text=The%20penal%20and%20uncertain%20costs,by%20a%20senior%20EU%20official
https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Department_of_Justice_Action_Plan_2021.pdf/Files/Department_of_Justice_Action_Plan_2021.pdf
https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Department_of_Justice_Action_Plan_2021.pdf/Files/Department_of_Justice_Action_Plan_2021.pdf
https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Review_of_Protections_for_Vulnerable_Witnesses_in%20the_Investigation_and_Prosecution_of_Sexual_Offences.pdf/Files/Review_of_Protections_for_Vulnerable_Witnesses_in%20the_Investigation_and_Prosecution_of_Sexual_Offences.pdf
https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Review_of_Protections_for_Vulnerable_Witnesses_in%20the_Investigation_and_Prosecution_of_Sexual_Offences.pdf/Files/Review_of_Protections_for_Vulnerable_Witnesses_in%20the_Investigation_and_Prosecution_of_Sexual_Offences.pdf
https://www.justice.ie/en/JELR/Review_of_Protections_for_Vulnerable_Witnesses_in%20the_Investigation_and_Prosecution_of_Sexual_Offences.pdf/Files/Review_of_Protections_for_Vulnerable_Witnesses_in%20the_Investigation_and_Prosecution_of_Sexual_Offences.pdf
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for the company but puts the focus for biodiversity action on children while it continues to profit from 

the sale of fossil fuels which contribute in turn to the loss of biodiversity and climate change. 

xix See Carbon Market Watch’s 2022 recommendations: 

https://carbonmarketwatch.org/publications/regulating-corporate-green-claims/.  

xx In 2020 Senator Lynn Boylan conducted an online survey which outlined the real-life experiences of 

people affected by energy poverty. It painted a picture of how hard it is to stay warm, with many 

people either going cold or going hungry and some staying in bed all day, all of which has clear 

impacts on mental health. Many of the respondents highlighted the additional costs of energy as a 

result of being at home during the day. See: 

https://www.sinnfein.ie/files/2021/Living_in_Energy_Poverty_Report_-_Lynn_Boylan.pdf.  

xxi McQuinn, C. (2022) Landlords could use retrofitting scheme to end tenancies says tenancies board 

The Irish Times, 24th February 2022 https://www.irishtimes.com/news/politics/landlords-could-use-

retrofitting-scheme-to-end-tenancies-says-tenancies-board-1.4811185.  

xxii See Michael Brennan ‘Minister orders Meath councillors to reverse rezoning of flood plains’ in the 

Sunday Business Post, 13th February 2022 https://www.businesspost.ie/Planning/minister-orders-

meath-councillors-to-reverse-rezoning-of-flood-plains-234f6735.  

xxiii See https://inishowenriverstrust.com/.  
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