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Stormy Times: Climate Change and Instability as
Predicted
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In June 2008 the Community Climate Change Consortium for Ireland (C4I) produced a 118
page report entitled Ireland in a Warmer World: Scientific Predictions of the Irish Climate in
the Twenty-First Century (supported and co-funded by Environmental Protection Agency,
Sustainable Energy Ireland and the Higher Education Authority) which forecast “an increase
in the frequency of very intense cyclones, and also increases in the extreme values of wind
and precipitation associated with them. This implies an increased risk of storm damage and
flooding in vulnerable Irish coastal areas.” The report also suggested that the “[d]emand for
heating energy is likely to reduce significantly as the climate warms.”

Now in 2016, we are already seeing these predictions come true. There have been six
storms already since the beginning of winter and a weather station in Donegal recorded its
wettest day for any month since 1885 and its highest December temperature in 60 years.
There has been unprecedented flooding in many parts of rural Ireland combined with severe
winds.

Storm Frank (after Storms Abigail, Barney, Clodagh, Desmond, Eva) has “caused localised
flooding,  road  blockages  and  led  to  thousands  of  homes  being  without  power  across
Ireland.” 13,000 homes had their electricity cut off and in the south of the country there was
60mms (almost three inches) of  rain.  The towns Midleton and Bandon were the worst
affected by extensive flooding “with some 90 properties affected in each of the towns.”

70 millimetres of rain and gusts of up to 120km/h have been recorded along the Atlantic
coast and around the country ferry sailings have been cancelled, roads closed and rail
services disrupted. The Office of Public Works (OPW) issued a report stating: “we remain in a
severe  flooding  situation  on  the  Shannon  catchment  and  many  of  the  above  other
catchments. Ongoing flood defence efforts (for example pumping) will have to continue for
some time yet”.Drone footage of Enniscorthy after Storm Frank shows the disastrous levels
of inundation suffered by the inhabitants of that town.

It seems that the frequency of storms hitting the UK and Ireland has led to the development
of a project by the UK Met Office and the Irish Met Eireann “to name severe winter storms,
much in the same way that hurricanes are named.” The press were giving unofficial names
to the storms, sometimes given different names by different sources leading to confusion.
Hence Storms Abigail, Barney, Clodagh, Desmond, Eva and Frank and we can look forward
tostorms Gertrude, Henry, Imogen, Jake, Katie, Lawrence, Mary, Nigel, Orla, Phil, Rhonda,
Steve, Tegan, Vernon, Wendy.

The C4I report also noted that “[s]ea levels are rising on average about 3.5 cm per decade
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around Ireland.” Coastal erosion, especially at high tides, is becoming apparent all around
Ireland  with  dunes  being  eroded  and  cliff  faces  sliding  into  the  sea  (see  photos  of  local
examples).

Corballis Beach, Donabate (Photo: Caoimhghin Ó Croidheáin, December, 2012).

The Donabate-Portrane cliff walk near Dublin. The constant heavy rain of the last few weeks
combined with high tides has caused a drop of around three feet in this landslide. The rest could

collapse any moment (Photo: Caoimhghin Ó Croidheáin, January 2016).

A European Commission  report  (The Joint  Research  Centre’s  (JRC)  ‘Climate  Impacts  in
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Europe’  )  published  in  2014warned  that  “[t]he  impacts  of  river  flooding  will  be  most
pronounced in  Ireland and the UK if  a  business-as-usual  model  is  adopted and global
warming isn’t tackled” and, as has been noted in many discussions on Irish media recently,
that “economic damage from winter storms will cause crippling bills.” According to Professor
John Sweeney, who compiled UN reports on climate change, “Ireland’s wetter, and has a
winter maximum rainfall, with more impermeable soils which tend to be waterlogged in
winter,” and “[b]ecause we’re at the western side of Europe we also bear the brunt of
storms from the Atlantic unlike the other countries which are less affected.”

However,  on  an  even  more  urgent  note,  the  Intergovernmental  Panel  on  Climate
Change has stated that “there is strong evidence that global sea level gradually rose in the
20th century and is currently rising at an increased rate, after a period of little change
between AD 0 and AD 1900. Sea level is projected to rise at an even greater rate in this
century. The two major causes of global sea level rise are thermal expansion of the oceans
(water expands as it warms) and the loss of land-based ice due to increased melting.” If the
rise  in  sea  levels  is  not  decelerated  significantly  then  the  result  will  be  permanent
inundation of large parts of coastal and low-lying areas of the country. Examples of the
possible  effects  of  rising  global  temperature  levels  on  sea  levels  can  be  seen  in  the  ‘Risk
Zone’ maps of Climate Central.

Their  analysis  of  the potential  effects  are spine-chilling:  “Carbon emissions causing 4°C of
warming — what business-as-usual points toward today — could lock in enough sea level
rise to submerge land currently home to 470 to 760 million people, with unstoppable rise
unfolding over centuries. At the same time, aggressive carbon cuts limiting warming to 2°C
could bring the number as low as 130 million people.”

If major steps are not taken soon to solve these potential disasters then we will discover
that  our  ‘sandbagging’  will  eventually  become  an  expression  of  regret  rather  than
community cooperation in the face of adversity.

Caoimhghin Ó Croidheáin  is  an Irish artist  who has exhibited widely around Ireland.
His work consists of paintings based on geopolitical themes, Irish history and cityscapes of
Dublin.  His critical  writing based on cinema, art  and politics along with research on a
database of Realist and Social Realist art from around the world can be viewed country by
country on his blog.
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