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‘Toxic time bomb’ on Shannon Estuary as Rusal
Alumina plans rock blasting

‘Politicians and officials tasked with protecting our local community and
environment have followed a disgusting code of Omerta, to Aughinish
Alumina’s advantage, as respiratory diseases and cancer run rampant all
around us.’

Dublin press conference and demonstration on June 28th by alliance of
local activists and environmental groups

At 12:00PM on Tuesday, June 28th, a press conference will take place at the Teachers
Club (36 Parnell Square,DO1 T6V6) which has been organised by an alliance of local
activists and environmental groups who are deeply concerned about plans by Rusal to
expand its operations and to begin rock blasting at its 8 mile perimeter Alumina refinery in
Co.Limerick.

The expert panel at this press conference will be attended by Dr.Giovanni Pagano
(distinguished expert in the field of bauxite pollution), Jack O’Sulllivan (Director of Zero
Waste Alliance Ireland), and Dr. Peter Doran (Law lecturer at Queen's University, Belfast).

Following the press conference, a demonstration will take place outside Dáil Éireann at
2:30PM and will be attended by members from a coalition of groups (see below) as well as
members of the wider public.
The scale of the tragedy and scandal surrounding Aughinish Alumina was brought starkly
into focus by Pat Geoghegan, local farmer and ‘Cappagh Farmers Support Group’
chairman when he said:

“The people of West Limerick have been failed time and time again by those who should
have been in their corner. There has been a colossal abdication of responsibility by state

agencies.There is no doubt that Aughinish Alumina has done untold damage to public and
animal health.Politicians and officials tasked with protecting our local community and

environment have followed a disgusting code of Omerta, to Aughinish Alumina’s
advantage, as respiratory diseases and cancer run rampant all around us. Aughinish Island
and our beloved estuary have become a sacrifice zone.Ordinary people are forced to fight

for justice as our elected representatives tiptoe around a Russian oligarch.”

Tim Hannon, local resident and member of ‘Futureproof Clare’, added that:

“This press conference and demonstration will provide an opportunity for experts as well as
members of the public to make their concerns about Aughinish Alumina known to those in

power. Pollution from Aughinish Alumina has already done immense damage to public
health and the ecosystem of the Shannon estuary, increasing Rusal’s capacity to rock blast
will only stand to worsen the existing public health environmental catastrophe. 50 million
tonnes of unlined toxic waste are now already stockpiled dangerously within 10 metres of



the River Shannon. As it stands, there is no clarity as to how this waste is to be managed
long term. The Shannon Estuary is due to experience significant sea level rise in the coming
decades and the toxic waste surrounding Aughinish Alumina is especially exposed, as it is
already at water level.The clean up of this toxic waste will leave Haulbowline in the shade.

Will local people be left footing the bill when Rusal packs up and leaves?”

Background

Aughinish Alumina is the largest aluminium refinery in Europe and has, without a doubt,
been one of the most significant environmental issues on the island of Ireland over the last
couple of decades. Since the refinery's opening in 1983, it has been the subject of immense
controversy. Visitors to the foundry are greeted by a vast 450 acre “lake”of red sludge,
accompanied by a noticeable metallic tint in the air. Aughinish Alumina is one of Ireland’s
largest polluters and according to the Environmental Protection Agency(EPA) emits an
estimated 1.45 million tonnes of CO2 annually (See Pg.20).

The Combined Heat and Power (CHP) plant attached to the Aughinish Alumina refinery is a
major consumer of gas. In a submission to the Commission for Regulation of Utilities in
March of 2021, Rusal stated that,“the refinery is one of the largest users of gas in Ireland
using circa 650,000 therms per day or 11% of Ireland's demand.”In the same submission,to
the deep concern of the environmental movement, Aughinish Alumina publicly endorsed
the development of new LNG terminals, stating that “Aughinish would welcome the
development of a liquid natural gas (LNG) terminal in Ireland”.

Last December, Rusal applied for planning permission to raise the maximum height of its
bauxite residue disposal area (BRDA) – or “red mud” lake – to 44 metres, and raise the salt
cake level, a hazardous material, to a new maximum of 35 metres. This lake of unlined red



sludge, made up of bauxite residue, is cordoned off only metres away from the Shannon by
means of a problematic sea wall on which repairs had to be conducted in 2019. The current
size of this lake is estimated to hold between 50 - 75 million tonnes of toxic bauxite waste
already.

The company also wants to expand its borrow pit to facilitate further blasting of rock
on-site to provide material for expanding the BRDA. A borrow pit is a term used in
construction for a hole, pit, or excavation that has been dug for the purposes of removing
gravel, clay and sand used in a construction project such as when building an overpass,
embankment, or sea wall. An environmental impact assessment from November 2021
regarding the proposed development, states that it will “comprise of an expansion of
the BRDA to increase its disposal capacity in order to accommodate additional bauxite
residue resulting in a proposed increase in height of c.12m (to c. 44m OD) above the
currently permitted levels”, as well as “an extension to the existing Salt Cake Disposal
Cell (SCDC) to accommodate further disposal of salt cake resulting in an increase in
height of the cell by c.2.25m.”



The document also states that "an extension of the permitted borrow pit2, located to the
east of the BRDA, is also proposed. This extension proposes to increase the footprint of
the borrow pit from c.4.5ha to c.8.4ha” and that it “will provide an additional 380,000m3 of
rock fill material which is needed to satisfy the requirements of the construction and
operation of the BRDA.” This would entail using explosives metres from where the sea wall
is located. On Pg 76, the document states, “In order to extract the limestone, the active
rock face must be blasted using explosives. The blast charges will be placed at regular
intervals with no more than one blast per week.”

Rusal’s application to expand its Co. Limerick operations had been due on Wednesday,
June 15th. However, Rusal and planning objectors were recently informed by An Bord
Pleanála that it was still with the planning inspector. An Bord Pleanála has stated that it
intends to deal with the application before September 16.
Oleg Deripaska

Aughinish Alumina is associated with Oleg Deripaska, a Russian oligarch on the EU’s
sanctions list. Deripaska, as well as being the wealthiest man in Russia is the biggest
shareholder in EN+, which is a majority shareholder in Rusal, the owner of the Aughinish
facility. This has raised the prospect that Rusal, and its Aughinish plant here, could be
included in sanctions directed at Deripaska.

However, there has been significant developments regarding the ownership of Aughinish
Alumina in recent weeks. On March 21st, Tánaiste Leo Varadkar and Finance Minister
Paschal Donohoe held a meeting with Greg Barker at government buildings, Greg Barker, a
UK Conservative life peer, is a former chairman of aluminium firm EN+, which is controlled
by Russian oligarch Oleg Deripaska.Mr. Barker is also the former UK energy minister and



holds the formal title of Baron Barker of Battle.

Greg Barker is now leading a potential deal by a group of non-Russian investors to buy
EN+'s European operations from subsidiary, Rusal – this would include Aughinish Alumina.
American-born British financier and political activist Bill Browder, has criticised the Tánaiste
and Finance Minister for holding this meeting with Mr Barker.

The Department of Enterprise has stated that neither Aughinish nor Rusal comes within the
scope of EU sanctions. Entries on the lobby register show significant lobbying by Aughinish
Alumina following Russia’s invasion of Ukraine, including with Taoiseach Micheál Martin,
Tánaiste Leo Varadkar, and Minister Eamon Ryan.

Government Inaction

Since 1983, the foundry has generated a slew of complaints, from local people with
allegations of premature deaths from cancers and respiratory diseases(link video about
cancer), livestock poisoning, to reports of water quality in the area being imperilled. People
Before Profit representative, Paul Murphy TD, has questioned Taoiseach Micheál Martin
about Rusal’s recent planning application as well as other aspects of the saga surrounding
Aughinish Alumina on three separate occasions since January 2022.

“A toxic time bomb is ticking at Rusal Alumina near Askeaton. I remember visiting it when
it was Aughinish Alumina, almost ten years ago, and meeting local campaigner Pat

Geoghegan, who I believe the Taoiseach met when he was Minister for Health. I saw a
massive, red mud storage area, which is now so big it can be seen from space.

It comprises 50 million tonnes of toxic waste with no lining, contrary to the planning
permissions. Uranium, lead, mercury and hazardous salt cake are contained within it. It

seeps into the estuary, it kills wildlife and it threatens public health. It is a result of bauxite
refining but Rusal now wants to extend that refining even further.

The question is whether the Government will simply stand by and let it happen. At the very
least, will the Taoiseach order an investigation by the Environmental Protection Agency,

EPA, and ensure no rock blasting prior to inspection?”

Paul Murphy TD ,Tuesday, 15 February 2022
In response, the Taoiseach stated that, “The Environmental Protection Agency is there to
protect the environment and to ensure adherence to the strict laws governing industrial
projects of this kind, including manufacturing entities, mining entities and refining
entities. I will refer the Deputy's remarks to the EPA and will seek a reply from it regarding
this matter.”

A 1997 EPA report on the plant found evidence of ‘extensive groundwater pollution’, with
an unusual amount of cancer cases in the plant’s vicinity being linked to industrial practices
by some. Since the late 1980s, local farmers have observed birth deformities in cattle and
horses bred near the plant, with local pressure groups reporting a human cancer rate
of three times the national average in the near vicinity of the site.

Particular controversy arose in 1998 when blood and urine samples taken from local people



as part of an inquiry into pollution at the site went missing, despite being received and
tested by authorities.The Askeaton Report which many members of the local community
and wider environmental movement consider to be deeply problematic and structurally
flawed was published in August of 2001.

With some making claims of a cover-up, then Minister for Health Micheál Martin was initially
open to requests for an independent inquiry but when questioned last March by People
Before Profit representative Paul Murphy TD, Taoiseach Micheál Martin categorically refused
to facilitate an independent inquiry.

“I want to raise a shocking example of where the State is completely failing to protect the
well-being of people. Those living in the shadow of the Aughinish Alumina plant in County

Limerick have suffered massively from the toxic pollution from that plant. People have
gotten sick, animals have died and livelihoods have been wiped out by the pollution. When

an investigation was done into the health impacts of the plant in the locality, Aughinish
Alumina used the notorious lobbyist, Frank Dunlop, as its fixer. Later, 18 medical samples

from resident Pat Geoghegan and his family mysteriously disappeared.

When the Taoiseach was the Minister for Health and Children, he was on record as
supporting an independent inquiry into the missing samples, yet he ended up doing a
U-turn and blocked such an inquiry. To this day, the Taoiseach has not explained that
U-turn. Mr. Geoghegan has written to the Taoiseach asking for that inquiry. Will the

Taoiseach grant the inquiry? Mr. Geoghegan has also asked for the publication of records
of any contact between Mr. Dunlop, the Taoiseach and the Taoiseach's officials at the time

about the investigation. Will the Taoiseach publish those records?”

Paul Murphy TD, Wednesday, 9 March 2022

In response, Taoiseach Micheál Martin stated that,“It still remains for baseline public
health studies to be done in the context of plans like that”.

Last May, three deputies – Paul Murphy, Matt Carthy and Mattie McGrath raised grave
concerns with the Taoiseach Micheál Martin about representations made to people
conducting the €5.2 million Askeaton Health investigation.

“The Taoiseach is familiar with the case of Pat and Nuala Geoghegan, who have for more
than 25 years been highlighting serious concerns about the health and environmental

impacts of the Aughinish Alumina plant neighbouring their farm. They have raised serious
questions over a previous investigation into this in the late 1990s, in particular highlighting

18 medical samples that mysteriously disappeared.

I have copies of a previously unpublished letter (see letter) from the IDA and of notes from
a previous meeting the agency had with Aughinish over this. They clearly show that the

IDA, with absolutely no environmental or health expertise, not only took Aughinish’s side
but sought to influence the outcome of the health investigation. They refer to the

importance of the jobs involved and restate the IDA had been assured by the company that
there was nothing to see there.

I have a letter showing these notes were circulated to those conducting the investigation



into the health problems despite it containing no scientific or health information, clearly an
attempt to use economic arguments to influence the health investigation and to bias the

whole thing. Pat and Nuala Geoghegan are in the Public Gallery. Will the Taoiseach
support the call he supported previously for a public inquiry?”

Paul Murphy TD,Wednesday, 18 May 2022

Alliance of Groups Supporting the
Press Conference and Demonstration:

Futureproof Clare
Cappagh Farmers Support Group

Extinction Rebellion
Shell to Sea

Safety Before LNG
Gluaiseacht

Save Our Sperrins
Ecojustice Ireland

Future Generations Kerry
Unite Community Climate Justice Branch

Save Inis Eoghain from Gold Mining
The Rural Ireland Organisation

Keep Tulla Untouched
Friends of the Irish Environment

Irish Environmental Trust
Love Leitrim

All People All Nature
Slí Eile


