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A Chairde agus a bhaill den Oireachtas, 

Tá ré nua i ndán do bhealach iarnróid an iarthair.

The future seems bright for the Western Rail Corridor. At last legislators are confronting the folly that was the decision in 1975 to abandon fifty miles of railway between Sligo and Mayo and terminate all passenger train services from Mayo through Galway and Clare to Limerick and the South. 

The Western Inter-County Railway Committee was established at the time, by public representatives, under the inspiration of the eminent sociologist, Dr. Miceál MacGreil, to fight that decision.

I believe that historical analysis will acknowledge this fight as one of the most significant factors in post-war 20th century revival in rural Ireland.

In answer to that renowned call from John Healy, someone shouted stop.

It has taken a while for the driver to apply the breaks, but when the then Minister for Transport stopped the formal abandonment of Collooney to Claremorris; tore up the reprehensible bills for tens of thousands served on Dr. MacGreil for the token “upkeep” of the alignment; and rejected recent CIE supported recommendations, expressed in the Strategic Rail Review, proposing that the WRC remain a derelict site; optimism grew.

In contrast to the signals of state withdrawal exemplified by the short-sighted decisions of CIE, when they literally walked away from the communities represented along this corridor, as recently as 2001 in the case of Tuam, the Government decision to formally re-access that approach signalled an expression of confidence that the Western Inter-County Railway Committee’s cross party conviction in the merits of their case was at long last bearing fruit.

Re-opening the WRC will not only bring economic, social, cultural and environmental benefit to all of Ireland, but it will mark the symbolic award of self-sustainability and viability to the West of Ireland.

The decision will crown these earlier commitments by successive Governments who, often in partnership with western people and business declared a confidence in the West, while hesitating at the last moment to consider the West could really pull its weight when it came to self-sustainability.

How often have we heard the remark that if it were not for all the subsidies and social welfare cheques the West would sink like a stone in the Atlantic never to be heard of again but in tales of Fionn Mac Umhaill.

A few performance indicators show that with 26% of the population we in the BMW contribute almost 

· 20% of GDP

· 26% of the labour force

· and have a similar unemployment rate to the South & East.

There are 27,000 people employed in IDA supported industries within the catchment of the WRC, and the regions population is projected to increase by about 250,000 over the next 15 years.

IDA Ireland are actively promoting the West Region for ICT and Pharma Industry investment. Twenty first century investment in the West of Ireland must generate employment for graduate staff. Such staff demand state of the art services, including transport. Previous central views that the bus was adequate for the Wests inter-urban needs is just not good enough any more. The bus is the third preference in public transport according to Booz Allen Hamilton. The train is first. We can not build the economy of the West of Ireland with a third class public transport network on our longest axis – that stretching North to South. 

I need not remind you that it is 210 miles from Sligo to Cork, between which there are numerous centres of mutual interest; while it is just 135 miles from Sligo to Dublin with far less intermediate travel needs.

The travelling public have made the adjustment in their travel patterns exemplified by the huge switch in traffic volumes towards this North- South travel axis away from the East-West but our public transport planners have yet to adjust their thinking to this fact.

The simplest way to illustrate this is to look at the NRA traffic counts on the two axes;

At Kinnegad where the N4;N5;N6 from Sligo, Mayo and  Galway converge towards Dublin, the latest figures show there was an Annual Average Daily Traffic (AADT) flow of  21599.

On the other hand where the N17 converges with the N63 flowing towards Galway the AADT shows almost the same volume, 18,000 at Loughgeorge growing to 30,000 at Claregalway when the N17 and N18 converge;

This analogy could be continued Souh of Galway where the numbers are even greater.

My point is that the demand on the Sligo, Mayo, Roscommon and Galway corridor is almost equal to the combined demand on the Sligo Mayo Roscommon and Galway to Dublin corridors. 

Three Intercity rail lines serve the East West demand. Is it not reasonable to propose one rail line serve the North South demand

The “no or low North –South demand” claims by the CIE Group just falls flat before factual scrutiny.

The then Minister for Transport Seamus Brennan established an Expert Working Group, under the chair of Pat McCann, in 2004 to further assess the WRC. It was a privilege for me to be invited to represent City and County Development Boards on the Working Group and to join members of this Committee; and others incluing Gerry Finn in undertaking the analysis involved.

As you know, the McCann Report was finalised some months ago and is now with the Government. We all look forward to the favourable consideration of its recommendations.

Due to the limited time available to us tonight, and to the fact that you are already very familiar with the issues involved I will summarise the case as I see it. 

The McCann Report

The Working Group undertook four separate studies which informed the final report from the Chairman. These separate studies addressed

· Land Use

· Costs and Benefits

· Rail Travel Demand and

· Funding

1. Land Use

The Land Use Sub Group, chaired by Des Mahon, Mayo County Manager,  examined land use and settlement patterns along the Sligo to Ennis section. 

It found that the WRC fits into the model produced in the NSS and the recently adopted Regional Planning Guidelines in the Border, West and Mid West regions. 

The RPG’s agree that there is a sound case for rail passenger and freight transport, on social, economic, tourism, and  environmentally sustainable grounds, as well as on the grounds of balanced regional development. 
A number of City/County Development Plans are in place with objectives/policies which highlight the use of both intercity and intra regional rail transport. Land use patterns and settlement strategies along the rail corridor confirm the commitment of these authorities to the rail infrastructure. 

A number of developments of strategic importance along the western seaboard, were identified, which the reopening of the WRC would greatly enhance including;

· The Sligo Gateway

· Knock International Airport–1 million passengers in 2016.

· Knock Shrine as a centre for international pilgrimage 

· Large Scale industrial Development including that at Oranmore/Athenry- 4/5000 new high skilled jobs.

· Galway Gateway

· Link to Shannon Airport  - 4 million passengers in 2016

· Limerick Gateway
· Decentralisation  - 4000 people /1500 jobs in 2016
Population projections envisaged up to 2020 predict an increase of almost 300,000 with a commuter traffic increase in the region of 75%. 

The Sub Group noted that the Goodbody report on “Transport and Regional Development” commissioned for the National Spatial Strategy in the year 2000, concluded that: “a strengthened inter-regional rail service network has a role to play in regional development.”

They concluded that balanced regional development and the front-loading of infrastructure are critical to the development of the whole region.  

2. Costs and Benefits

At the request of this Sub Group, which I chaired,  Iarnrod Eireann commissioned international consultants Faber Maunsell to undertake a line survey and prepare a cost estimate for the renewal of the railway. The resultant cost estimate of €366m  compares favourably with that of the Strategic Rail Review figure of  €310 million using 2002 prices.

The very detailed Faber Maunsell report includes the cost of totally new foundations, concrete sleepers, continuous welded rail, electronic signalling, automated crossings, new stations, lineside fencing, passing loops at stations and renewal of bridges. They have costed a modern state of the art railway capable of intercity speeds and of accommodating complementary commuter and  freight traffic.

A breakdown of the individual sections is as follows;

Table 1

Section

Distance
Capital Cost           Average cost




    Per Mile

Ennis to Athenry
36 miles
€74.7m
€2.1m

Athenry to Tuam
15.5 miles
€34.7m
€2.2m

Tuam to Claremorris
17 miles
€58.9m
€3.5m

C/morris to Collooney
46.25 miles
€197.4m
€4.3m

As regards Benefits, these are best described in a Non-Conventional  Economic Appraisal Summary prepared by the Sub Group under the direction of the Rail Procurement Agency. Such appraisal techniques are recommended under recent guidelines issued by the Department of Finance as complementary to the cost benefit analysis of capital projects.

 The appraisal addressed ;

· Sustainable Regional Development

· Accessibility and Social Inclusion

· Intra-Regional Economy

· Environment and Quality of Life

· Implementation Efficiency, Stakeholder and Public Support

· Freight and Commercial Operations

Qualitative Impacts were, in thirty three parameters out of thirty six , found to be either beneficial or strongly beneficial.

· on sixteen counts beneficial;

· on fifteen counts strongly beneficial;

· neutral in one instance; and 

· just two negatives;  one in regard to the need for multiple handling of certain consignments of rail freight and another the possibility of objections to redevelopment from adjacent landlords. 

3. Rail Travel Demand

Passenger

The Demand Sub Group , Chaired by Hubert Kearns, Sligo County Manager, found that the WRC will satisfy the needs of people wishing to move from commuting by car, as well as facilitating long-distance travellers moving away from cars to trains and feeder buses, while facilitating the diversion of certain heavy freight movements from road to rail. These welcome changes would require the WRC to offer a high quality rail service, with attractive timetables, preferably clock face; flexible fare packages; community and customer participation in operations planning and integrated travel centers, where bus and train interacted seamlessly. 

The economic justification for investment on this route includes a number of important wider issues that must to be taken into account.  Social and developmental considerations must be considered due to the relative neglect of the Western seaboard over a number of decades.  It was the Sub Group view that a commitment to significant infrastructural investment including rail services within the Western corridor would have major benefits into the future in relation to demographic, social, cultural and land use development.  
The long-term development of the West of Ireland requires a rail and road network, which are complementary. A bi-modal approach similar to that existing on the east coast is recommended. 

Attention is drawn to the Enterprise Strategy Group Report published by Forfas in July 2004 which said that in delivering on commitments to regional development, Government must “Invest in infrastructure ahead of demand in key locations, investment should be prioritised in NSS designated gateways and hubs to enable them to achieve their regional potential.”  
Research which I have undertaken indicates that bus and road traffic volumes on the Sligo –Claremorris road at present generates 2.5 million passenger journeys per annum; with 3.5 million extra between Claremorris and Loughgeorge; and a further 6 million between Loughgeorge and Galway - representing a pool of 12 million current passenger journeys from which to draw rail passengers.

Co-incidentally 11 million people  drive through Claregalway each year!

The railway enjoys about 10% market share of the traffic on the Athlone Bypass annually.

Why should the railway not expect a similar share of Galway, Mayo, Sligo journeys. 

This would produce 1.2 million passenger journeys.
· 250,000 between Sligo and Claremorris

· 350,000 between Mayo and Galway plus another 

· 600,000 commuters.

If the citizens of the region took one return trip in the year there would be 1.4m journeys.

McCann points to the demand that has emerged on the new Ennis-Limerick train service introduced in 2004 – which within the first twelve months generated 130,000 passengers on a 24 mile journey, with a frequent, attractively priced service using new trains. 

 As stated in the Strategic Rail Review “It is clear that additional rail capacity, when provided, has been more than matched by demand”.  

Projecting Demand is an inexact science.

The earlier mentioned Goodbody Report (2000) states in regard to travel demand projections, “ It has not proved possible to identify passenger demand on particular routes ……one of the features of the bus market in Ireland is  that there is substantial private sector provision some of which are of dubious legality….. not well documented…..resulting in a certain reticence  on the part of Bus Eireann in divulging details of passenger carryings, for fear of releasing commercially sensitive information.

In any event the target of a new train service is not primarily bus passengers. It must be car drivers, for it is cars that are the primary cause of road congestion, pollution and increasingly expensive and depleting stocks of  fueloils. 

A real consequence of a proactive public transport policy will be reduced numbers of new car sales, fuel sales, VAT, VRT, and motor tax incomes combined with reduced commercial activity in the motor industry. 

There are real consequences, which some will be unhappy about. Are we ready for the change.

Freight

The Sub Group reported that the WRC has considerable freight potential. 

This was acknowledged ten years ago when Minister Noel Treacy brought about the introduction of a daily Container Train between Mayo and Waterford. Alas this service fell victim to CIE retrenchment policies, despite the viability of the service endorsed recently by Mayo Industries efforts to revive it.

In a submission to the Group, Mayo Industries advised that they alone produce 11,000 containers annually for export, worth €3 billion. This includes 30% of the world’s Coca Cola concentrate produced in Ballina. This cargo travelled until July last by rail through the Greater Dublin Area on route to Waterford Port.

Mayo Industries have expressed a deep felt interest in using the rail service, and the WRC would provide the most direct route.

There is an existing daily freight train between Sligo/Mayo and Waterford ideally more suited to the WRC than the current routing which takes up to ten trains each week through the Greater Dublin Area. Each of these, carrying pulpwood for Coillte, removes 18 articulated lorries from our roads.
Sadly since the McCann Report was published, Iarnrod Eireann have withdrawn all container trains from Sligo, Ballina, Longford, Galway, Limerick, Cork and Waterford; while simultaneously closing down their container train Depot at North Wall, Dublin.

From 1 January 2007, the domestic rail freight market will be opened, allowing any EU railway undertaking to provide domestic freight services on the network.

Will there be any railfreight business left by then. Not at the rate we are going.

I have inserted a separate report in your information pack on the subject of rail freight. This is a national issue and outside the scope of our deliberations this evening. 

1. Funding

National Exchequer Funding
This Sub Group was chaired by Gerry Finn, Director of the BMW Regional Assembly. It was unanimous in agreement that funding for the major works must be funded from the National Exchequer  as is the case with all other public transport investment in the country.  

Under the Economic and Social Infrastructure Operational Programme, public transport priority the total forecast expenditure on public transport in the Border, Midlands and Western Region to the end of 2004 was forecasted to be €421.775 – the actual spend was €232.413 representing 55.1% of the OP forecast.  A comparative table between the BMW and S&E is set out hereunder.  

It is clear from the figures presented, that a significant under-spend has occurred in the BMW region and without exceeding the forecast expenditure for public transport in the BMW region over the lifetime of the current NDP, a significant level of resources could be made available for the Western Rail Corridor Project.  

	ESIOP Public Transport Priority

€m

	
	BMW
	S&E
	Priority Total

	
	OP Forecast
	Spend
	Spend as a percentage of OP forecast
	OP

Forecast
	Spend
	Spend as a percentage of OP forecast
	OP

Forecast


	Spend
	Spend as a percentage of OP forecast



	2000
	97.123
	59.615
	61.4%
	331.04
	396.441
	119.8%
	428.163
	456.056
	106.5%

	2001
	104.701
	58.721
	58%
	392.873
	431.514
	109.8%
	497.574
	490.235
	98.5%

	2002
	100.365
	37.061
	39%
	543.335
	486.756
	89.6%
	643.7
	523.817
	81.4%

	2003
	92.033
	48.236
	52%
	404.887
	536.508
	132.5%
	496.92
	584.744
	117.7%

	2004 


	27.553
	28.780
	104.5%
	386.86
	466.79
	120%
	414.42
	495.576
	119.5%

	Total 
	421.775
	232.413
	55.1%
	2,058.995
	2,318.015
	112.6%
	2,550.428
	2,262.872
	102.8%


Multi Annual Capital Envelopes

A ten year multi-annual capital envelope is currently under consideration between the Department of Transport and the Department of Finance.  The Funding sub-group recommended that the Western Rail Corridor proposals be considered under this initiative.  They also considered that it is crucial that the regional split applicable to the current National Development Plan be applied to this funding envelope.  This would give sufficient scope to substantially fund and complete the Western Rail Corridor.

The sub group considered the potential for development levies as provided for under Section 49 of the Planning & Development Act 2000.  

Iarnrod Eireann  provided details of properties owned by the company on the existing corridor which may have some commercial development potential.
The Border, Midland and Western Regional Assembly, in association with the University of Missouri, Letterkenny Institute of Technology, NUI Galway and the Central Statistics Office, has developed a Social Accounting Matrix for the BMW Region.  The model was used to determine the potential economic impact of the re-opening of the Western Rail Corridor which concludes that that it would be significant and positive. 

McCann Findings

Having considered all the arguments made in favour of the restoration of the WRC over the last ten months, McCann’s general conclusion is that a strong case can be made for the restoration of the line.

He points to the possibility of it being restored as either a complete project if the principles of Balanced Regional Development are applied or on a  phased basis, if they are set aside.
He recommends that the Athenry to Ennis line be opened first at a cost of €74.7 million allowing the development of Athenry to Galway commuter services. The Galway to Tuam section of the line should then be opened at a capital cost of €34.7 million, followed by the Tuam to Claremorris section at a cost of €58.9 million. While McCann suggested that the existence of rail freight traffic would further justify re-opening the Claremorris to Athenry section as one project, my view which is shared by a resolution of this Committee is that the inclusion of the Claremorris to Athenry section is fully justified from a passenger perspective alone as it will link the Mayo and Galway regions where there is already strong  family, public service and educational interaction.

 McCann asserts that there appears to be no economic justification for opening the Claremorris to Collooney section at a cost of €197.4 million, and he proposes that reopening of this section should be reconsidered in three years as the development of Sligo continues under the National Spatial Strategy.

He observed that this section would be extremely expensive to restore, at €4.3m per mile.

 I would regard this as very good value compared with the of €22 million a mile estimate for the new line from Clonsilla to Dunboyne, espoused by Iarnrod Eireann as representing very good value for money.

Perhaps this is another example of the double standards which have plagued the decision making process in regard to the West of Ireland for decades.

McCann conceded that re-opening Claremorris to Sligo would be very difficult to justify except on the grounds of balanced regional development.

That’s sounds to me like our national policy towards balanced regional development is optional.

McCann also refers to the  section as one characterised by low population densities with few towns of reasonable size. A bit like between Shannon and New York, but that doesn't stop Aer Lingus flying there. I thought the whole point was to connect Sligo and the North West to the rest of the country with modern transport systems, but I must be wrong. 

Implementation Group

The Mc Cann Report also recommends, and I would strongly agree,  that a WRC implementation group be established that would oversee the implementation of this Report.  It is my firm belief and that if implementation of the Government decisions in regard to this report is left solely to the CIE Group, it will not reach our expectations in regard to timescale; timetables; quality of services; involvement of communities or delivery of integrated transport services.

Another consideration is that consultants working for the Department of Communications have expressed a view that the restoration of the line include the construction of an embedded backbone Broadband Trunk Network which would accelerate in a most cost effective manner the rollout of the Governments National Broadband Strategy.

The recently published A&L Goodbody Report also referred to the Western Rail Corridor as “another key project to integrate the national rail network”. 

The Future

I have great hope and confidence in the future of this project. However it is critical that a structure be in place to oversee its implementation. The City & County Development Boards through the provisions of the 2001 Local Government Act provide the means and raison d’etre for such an approach. It is Government policy that statutory bodies work in an integrated fashion, in conjunction with the social partners.

On behalf of the County and City Development Board system and in my capacity as Chairman of the National Network of Directors of Services with responsibility for said Boards I wish to assure you of the Boards ongoing assistance in facilitating an Implementation Group to deliver the WRC in the event of decisions by Government arising from the McCann Report. Unless there is a cross sectional community based Implementation Group, reporting directly to the Minister for Transport and chaired independently of Iarnrod Eireann, I fear the project may not reach its full potential.

I will conclude with the resolution passed by the Western InterCounty Railway Committee in July last;

1.

The McCann Report was welcomed as a significant and supportive document for the re-opening of the Western Rail Corridor, from Collooney to Ennis which would be a most valuable transport infrastructure and would provide concrete proof of the State’s commitment to balanced regional development.

2.

It was futher agreed that this line should be re-opened in two phases, namely

· Phase One from Claremorris to Ennis

· Phase Two from Collooney to Claremorris

3.

It was also agreed during this construction of Phase One (i.e. from Claremorris to Ennis) that CIE would carry out the work of renewing the fencing, clearing the overgrowth from the track and re-opening the drains in the section of line from Collooney to Claremorris. ( in preparation for the second phase).

A railway manager remarked when closing the Sligo – Claremorris Railway in 1975, “We’ll open it again if there is gold found in the Ox Mountains”.

The Western Rail Corridor will open again, not through an illusion of mountains of gold but through the conviction of people with courage.

Thank you for your attention. See you on the train!

END
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