
Irish Water is scrambling to drum up support for one of the biggest – and most 
illogical – infrastructure projects in Ireland’s history.   
 
Dublin’s water pipes are on their knees.  For decades, the short-sighted solution 
to increasingly decrepit and leaky pipes has been to pump more and more water 
into the supply system to counteract the growing leakage.  This was an easy 
option in a country as wet as Ireland: Dublin has far more water on its doorstep 
than its residents and industry actually need, so it could get away with being 
wasteful.   
 
But for the deteriorating pipes this policy was a disaster. It didn’t fix the problem: 
instead, it postponed it to the stage where they are now at breaking point.  
 
The proposed Shannon pipeline reflected this flawed policy: for twenty years, 
consultants have been promoting a cross-country mega-pipeline to pump even 
more water from the River Shannon into Dublin’s leaky supply system. 
Meanwhile, Dublin’s pipes themselves have been all but ignored. 
 
The notion is hard to swallow: who could possibly justify pumping yet more water 
into Dublin’s pipes without addressing the root of the problem? 
  
Naturally, politicians ask questions – and Irish Water’s answer is unequivocal: 
replacing the pipes would not, it says, be enough.  But evidence-backed analysis 
produced by Kennedy Analysis, using Irish Water’s own data, shows otherwise.   
 
If Irish Water does nothing more than meet its own (unambitious) leakage targets 
in the coming years the huge volume of “new” water that would become 
available for use (instead of leaking into the ground) would leave Dublin’s thriving 
industry and burgeoning population sitting pretty.  Provided Irish Water meets its 
own leakage targets the Shannon pipeline is unnecessary, and a fraction of the 
budget could instead be spent increasing Dublin’s groundwater supply (wells) to 
provide some diversification protection - Dublin currently gets 99% of its water 
from rivers, leaving it vulnerable. 
 
But here’s the rub: Irish Water is nowhere close to meeting its own leakage 
targets.  
 
The latest Kennedy Analysis report claims that when Irish Water attempted to 
justify the Shannon pipeline to a Joint Oireachtas Committee in 2018 it made a 
raft of statements that were not only inaccurate and misleading, but that actually 
conflicted with its own published data. 
  



For example, Irish Water told the Joint Committee that only “one or two” 
European cities have leakage below 10% and that (with one “possible” exception) 
“a target of 20% is not achieved in any water utility in any part of Britain”.  This 
was not the case: Irish Water’s own reports show that 13 of the 22 major water 
suppliers in England and Wales had leakage of 20% or below. Likewise, many 
cities in Europe have leakage below 10% - plenty report leakage below 5%. 
  
Irish Water stated: “it took 14 years of sustained investment to get London’s 
leakage rate down from 946 million litres to 760 million litres”. Not so: it was cut 
from 946 to 713 million litres in just 4 years (from 2003/4 to 2007/8) – and 
subsequently reduced even further. 
  
It has even been suggested that if Dublin had “normal” leakage levels today it still 
wouldn’t have enough water. This is nonsense. Irish Water’s data shows that if 
Dublin had normal leakage its spare capacity would be off the charts.   
 
It may come as a surprise to hear that, for the last decade, the total amount of 
water being used by Dublin’s industry and households (including household 
leakage) has been going down, not up.   This is not unusual: the same has been 
happening across Europe, driven by stricter regulation and better awareness.   
 
However, while other European cities have simultaneously been reducing their 
mains leakage, the story in Dublin is the opposite.  A huge increase in Dublin’s 
mains leakage has more than offset the decrease in water use by its households 
and industry, meaning the amount of water being put into the supply system has 
gone up even though water usage has actually gone down.   
 
Astonishingly, notwithstanding that the supply pipes are the primary cause of 
Dublin’s water problems, and even after the misery of Storm Emma and the 
summer 2018 restrictions, Irish Water is still replacing Dublin’s pipes slower than 
most developed countries deem necessary just for maintenance.   
  
To maintain a well-kept water supply system, around 1% of the pipes should be 
replaced each year - that way, the entire system is replaced every 100 years.   
  
Dublin’s pipes are not well-kept. They need emergency surgery, not maintenance. 
Yet in 2018 Irish Water was replacing just 25-30km of Dublin’s 9,000km of pipes, 
equating to 0.3%.  At that rate, it will be 300 years before all of Dublin’s pipes are 
replaced.    
 
Even when pipes burst, Irish Water’s general policy is to just patch them up: it 
generally only replaces pipes once they are bursting “3 to 4 times a month”.  It 



says pipe replacement is for “pipes that are rotten or effectively failing all the 
time”.    
  
Dublin’s pipes are now so compromised that they can’t withstand cold snaps or 
dry spells: when the earth around them expands and contracts they crack and 
burst.  This has two immediate consequences: big bursts leave people along that 
stretch of pipe with no water at all, while smaller bursts and cracks cause a surge 
in leakage, meaning more water suddenly has to be put into the supply system 
(this is known as “distribution input”) to counteract all the leakage. 
 
Confusingly, Irish Water refers to distribution input as “demand”, and instead of 
calling this an “increase in mains leakage” Irish Water calls it an “increase in 
demand”.   When leakage from the mains gets worse, Irish Water says “demand 
has gone up”.   
 
This leaves the false impression that water usage is on the rise, and creates doubt 
about who is to blame in a crisis: wasteful householders or Irish Water’s pipes? 
Irish Water was forced to clarify this in front of a Joint Oireachtas Committee 
after Storm Emma.  Despite having implied otherwise in the media, it confirmed 
definitively that the surge in “demand” was “overwhelmingly attributable to 
leaks”. 
 
Replacing pipes is tedious; it’s thankless; there’s no red ribbon to cut.  But 
delaying the inevitable is a time bomb that is already wreaking chaos.  Until 
Dublin’s pipes are overhauled no-one can predict which section of mains will blow 
next. 
  
Minister Murphy has asked the CRU to review the Shannon pipeline project 
before he writes the cheque: a wise move.  Public tolerance for questionable 
projects with burgeoning costs is running low.  In 2011 it was stated that the 
Shannon pipeline would cost EUR720 million; latest estimate is EUR1,300 million… 
and it hasn’t even gone to planning yet. 


