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Twelve months ago the Irish Academy of Engineering decided  “ to examine and enumerate the risks which Ireland faces from the sort of hazards whether physical, economic or otherwise which could conceivably be considered a serious threat to the Island of Ireland-its environment -its economy or its people”

We were motivated to undertake this task by a report to the UK Government in June 2005 which examined the “Role of Science in Physical Natural Hazard Assessment”.  The group which prepared this report was set up at the request of the British Prime Minister  following the Asian tsunami to advise on the mechanisms that could and should be established for the detection  and early warning of global physical hazards.

However the Irish Academy decided to look beyond the scope of the UK report and consider  all the other threats in addition to the catastrophic,  to which our island is vulnerable. To this end our members were requested to contribute their opinions and recommendations for the study we intended to initiate

The results of the survey were most informative. Catastrophic happenings such as earthquakes, tsunamis and asteroid strikes did not figure largely. We have no experience in Ireland of such occurrences . Nor have we suffered to any great extent the effects of such happenings elsewhere. That is not to say, however, that they didn’t occur in the past nor that they will not occur in the future but other threats received greater emphasis

A number of submissions made to us were concerned about the preparedness of the authorities  to deal with significant emergencies such as storms, flooding , pandemics etc. However there is a well prepared structure in place throughout the Country through the various state services to deal with such events. A very good example of how well the State was able to deal with a major  emergency was the way the Foot and Mouth crisis of s few years ago was curtailed with minimum loss.  If it had not been tackled and  nipped in the bud at  the earliest possible stage it would have very seriously   damaged the economy

  We were surprised to see that many who responded to our survey  were not fully aware about the structures already in place to deal with emergencies. A similar survey to ours which was carried out by the Government,  found that there was a similar lack of knowledge in the general public about emergency planning. We understand that it is the Government’s present intention to initiate  a publicity campaign to bring the general public up to date on the structures in place to deal with emergencies from any source and to allay such anxieties which may exist

 The following is a simplified breakdown of the suggestions and proposals which we received from the survey of members   

1      Global Warming;

.. Without question Global Warming is the threat on which greatest emphasis was placed. and as we may have reached the point of irreversible change in that regard, it will pose a significant challenge  to the world order during this century and subsequently. The following are the various areas of concern 

Rising sea levels

Protection of coastal cities

Coastal erosion

Coastal land  use planning

Drought and water supply and conservation

Increasing intensity of storms and storm surges

Arterial flooding control 

Changes in agriculture and knock on effects

2       Natural Disasters

These are the sort of risks which were originally considered in the conception of the project. They did not figure highly in the consensus of our members largely because Ireland has been relatively immune in the past from that sort of disaster . We are conscious of what has been already recommended in the UK  which will also be relevant to this Island . However the subject may yet may yet form part of an independent study  by ourselves

The threats enumerated were 

Earthquakes

Tsunami

Asteroid impact

Major volcanic eruptions in other parts of the world

.

3      Nuclear threats

We don’t have Nuclear power  generation and it is expressly forbidden by statute.  So all threats are external. and they were set out as follows

Nuclear accidents

Nuclear terrorism 

Nuclear war

Nuclear fallout

4      Pandemic Risks

 We have little experience of pandemics other than Foot and Mouth disease as mentioned earlier and possibly the Asian Flu of the late 50’s . The threats enumerated included;

Bird flu, Foot and Mouth and other viruses

Adequacy of health services to deal with such events-hospital accommodation ,staff-equipment-supplies-home care

Maintenance of all the essential services

Adequacy of current plans for such events

5      Energy Risks-Energy Failure

The Academy paper “Future Energy Policy in Ireland 2020” concentrated on the use and conservation of the present sources of power available and what the future trend and policy should be.   The country’s total  energy import dependency is 87%  of which 70/% is oil and gas The main items submitted by our members were 

Disruption in oil and gas supplies

Adequacy of storage capacity

The role of nuclear energy

The role of  renewables

The rise in carbon emissions

Collapse of IT systems

Failure of services

Collapse of industry , agriculture and transport

Social unrest

Collapse of administration

6      Economic Downturn

The risk of a serious  economic down turn from a  variety of causes was cited as potentially as damaging as any of the other risks enumerated. Some of the potential causes included  

World economic slump

Major reduction in inward investment

Domino effect of high interest rates with 

collapse of housing market. Increase in debt.

Increasing unemployment. Competition from the Far East

Increasing dominance of China and India in the new World order

Decline in manufacturing

Declining competitiveness 

Infrastructural development deficit in  roads, rail, communications and other services

7      Inadequacies in Government

This was something which came up in submissions and in discussion. It probably encompasses complaints and concerns which could be expressed about any government, Irelands progress in the past two decades has been remarkable for which successive governments and their policies should take credit  , However in spite of that the following concerns were expressed 

Short term political vision

Burgeoning cost of administration

Inefficiency in the  management of public policy, services and expenditure

8      Declining educational standards

This is a constant source of concern as Ireland and many other countries in Europe experience a drop off in the proportion of second level  students applying for Science Engineering and Technology  in our third level institutions. The principal concerns were  

Failure to meet the engineering educational vision set out in  “Engineering a Knowledge Ireland 2020 (Academy report)
Failure to implement a vision for sustainable employment

Failure to attract students to Engineering and Science

9      Changes in Agriculture and Agricultural Practices

This was not one of the more prominent risks mentioned,  but The Academy is now becoming more interested in what the future will hold for one of our principal indigenous industries. The present computer models in relation to the effect of global warming signal significant future change in Irish agriculture. Concerns expressed were 

Inability to feed ourselves as we did during WW2

Declining employment in farming and the continuing flight from the land

Globalisation

EU policies

Having reviewed the number and variety of risks enumerated in our survey we realized that the best approach the Academy could make would be to abstract elements from our survey concerning which The Academy  could make  a constructive and non-partisan contribution . We will not concern ourselves at this stage with a number of the concerns expressed which the Government and the various  agencies  of state through their major emergency plans   have dealt with in the past, and can deal in the future. 

We have produced two major reports in the past 18 months.  The first was “Transport 2050” which   viewed the transport  regime in Ireland  as it could exist in 2050 . The  second  “Future Energy Policy in Ireland 2030”  was also a major exercise which set out comprehensive  proposals for  energy on the Island of Ireland  to the year 2030. 

Additionally in association with Engineers Ireland ,we produced two further reports. The first  was “Engineering  a Knowledge Ireland” which  outlines a programme to 2020 of Science, Engineering and IT education with the objective of  maintaining  and enhancing the Islands present development. The second was a “Picture of  Health” which paints a picture of future  patient needs, medical knowledge and technology advances to a horizon of 2030 and with special emphasis on the role of engineering in such developments.

As can be seen the Academy has favoured a long term approach to a number of  its reports. Some may have considered that looking ahead to 2050 in the transport report was possibly too far ahead .However  experience over many years shows that  a long term vision generally provides an important framework for shorter term plans  . 

Additionally if we consider the onset of global warming and rising sea levels  for instance, and  the defensive works to be constructed,  it has to be recognized that the problem will be progressive  and that long term planning and investment strategies will be required. with possibly an early commencement 

Our present plan is to deal with our foresight project by a series of modules on specific areas, which will most likely be furthered by a workshop format.  It is planned that these workshops will produce a series of shorter independent reports rather than one extensive multidisciplinary multi-interest report on the whole subject of foresight.

The time horizon for the reports in question will vary with the subject .It can be expected that  themes linked to global warming  will have a longer time horizon than others.

The  first module linked to global warming  will consider “The Impact of Climate Change on the Water Environment to 2050 and Beyond.” It will review the climatic regimes which will affect our coastal and inland water and the steps to mitigate their effects over a period of at least 50 years The climate hydrological models to date  indicate considerable changes in the islands hydrology with increased winter rainfall, dryer summers , winter flooding and long term summer deficits in soil moisture ,aquifers, lakes and reservoirs 

This workshop will set the pattern for the other  modules  which will follow during the next 18 months or longer .

The second module will consider and make recommendations on Energy and it will be a development of our recent  Energy 2020 Report and with  the forthcoming Government White Paper on Energy firmly in mind. The question of nuclear energy ,which appears to  be receiving far less negative publicity in Ireland than heretofore, will obviously be an essential part of the discussion and recommendations.

The third module will discuss Communications and the risk to our economy of not having a continually upgraded transportation and communications network not only from the point  of view of managing emergencies large or small but also from the point of view of the needs of a developing economy in a competitive world

The fourth module will consider Agriculture and Agricultural  Industry and the fifth module will discuss what may be considered to be a “Foresight for Sustainablity” as mainly set out in 6  above

Conclusion

Our thoughts continue to develop on The project of Ireland at Risk and we may vary the pattern of our approach as time goes on. The first module which will bring together an invited audience of  up to 40 experts from various appropriate  vocations ,will teach us a lot . I believe that the  philosophy of our Academy of looking at the longer rather than the shorter term as we did with recent reports, is most valuable in this era when it is now well recognized that we must  plan for a very challenging future of  climatic. economic, environmental and ecological change.                                                  


