1.1 Preface

This report was commissioned in order to provide a factual and realistic analysis of the proposed re-opening of the rail line from Sligo to Limerick, more commonly known as the Western Rail Corridor (WRC). Its primary purpose is to make available reliable and detailed costings for :

a. Restoration of the line to full service as a passenger and freight railway. 

b. The annual running costs and projected income from the railway.

The track survey was carried out in the late summer and early autumn of 2003 by a team of engineers and photographers with specialist knowledge of railways. 

In order to expedite the survey, the line was divided into 5 sections and each section was surveyed and photographed separately. 

1.2 Investing in the WRC

Where will the money come from to finance the WRC?

The recent evaluation by independent international consultants, INDECON, into spending in the West of Ireland and the BMW region, shows that in some areas less than half of the money provided was actually spent.

In the year 2002 only 48.7% of the forecast road funding was actually spent in the BMW region. In the South and East region the spend was 146% of forecast.

Figures for public transport investment paint an even more disturbing picture. Investment under this heading, which was mainly on railways, shows that for the years 2000-2002, spending in the BMW region was 51% of what was forecast in the National Development Plan, whilst in the South and East Region it was 174% of forecast. This represents a shortfall of €322m in the BMW region. 

Clarification is needed as to whether the funds earmarked for the BMW region under the NDP are being spent in other areas of the country and as to why the BMW region is being systematically left behind while expenditure in the other regions continues to run wildly ahead of target. If the present trend continues for the duration of the programme, the BMW region will end up getting a mere fraction of the €518m originally promised.

The development of the Western Rail Corridor is in line with the concept of Development Corridors, now being widely promoted in Europe and articulated in the National Spatial Strategy. The WRC links 3 Gateways (Sligo, Galway and Limerick) and 4 Hubs (Ballina, Castlebar, Tuam and Ennis). The development of the WRC should mirror the renewal of the N17 providing a complementary bi-modal Western Corridor which will give a new impetus to inter-regional trade and development. 

The construction of massive infrastructural projects in the capital should be complemented by significant projects in other regions in line with Government policy of balanced regional development. 

The capital costs of the WRC compare extremely favourably with other national infrastructural projects currently mooted or in progress e.g. The entire WRC including stations, signalling, level-crossings, track and rolling stock will cost the equivalent of 2.5 miles of the Metro, 5 miles of the Luas, half of the proposed Red Cow Roundabout works or the equivalent of the Drogheda by-pass.

Viewed against such expenditure, the WRC clearly offers the state excellent value as a piece of quality infrastructural development.

Government policy on rural development sets down that in the preparation of County Development Strategies each County Development Board will identify the most appropriate co-ordination and delivery mechanism to ensure effective local transport provision in its area.

All County and City Development Boards on the Western Rail Corridor specifically advocate the re-instatement of rail services between Sligo and Limerick.

1.3 Running Costs and Income

A detailed analysis of the projected running costs and income of the WRC was undertaken as part of this report.

Revenue Earnings are based on a timetable providing the following services:

       3 daily return services Sligo-Galway.

4 daily return services Galway-Limerick.

3 commuter/local services Tuam-Galway.

  1 commuter service Athlone-Galway.*

10 shuttle services Oranmore-Galway.

* A second commuter service would be available on   the Athlone –Galway route with a slight adjustment to the timetable of the current 07>30 service from Dublin to Galway.

Passenger fares are based on Iarnrod Éireann Day Saver and Monthly Commuter Rates as at 31st December 2003.

Fares are based on projected earnings over six days weekly – while services will actually operate on a seven- day basis.

Trains are projected as two-car (124 seat capacity in most instances) exceptions being some peak hour trains in the Galway area.

Fares are based on a template of approximately 2,150 daily passenger journeys of varying distances, of which approximately 50% would be in respect of Commuter/Park & Ride journeys within the Galway-South Mayo region. 

Projected passenger loadings;

Daily

Sligo-Kiltimagh 
300

3 Return Services

Claremorris-Milltown
186

3 Return Services

Tuam-Athenry
486

5 Return Services Oranmore-Galway
870

22 Return Services

Athlone-Attymon
148

1 Return Commuter  

                                                          Service

Galway-Limerick
325*

4 Return Services

*excludes income from existing Ennis-Limerick Commuter service.

                                                           Projected Income    Running Costs

                                                                                 €m

     €m

Sligo-Galway-Limerick &

Tuam-Ballyglunin-Athenry-Oranmore          5,046,924
4,538,000

Athlone Commuter & Oranmore Shuttles     1,203,084
1,005,000

Running Costs are calculated from informed estimates of 

· Track Maintenance

· Operating Crew Costs

· Station Staff Costs

· Train Maintenance

· Fuel Consumption

We conclude that the Western Rail Corridor and each of its constituent elements can return a surplus on operating costs.

1.4 Rebuilding the Railway

There are currently no services running on the WRC.* Consequently, the engineering and construction works required will not involve disruption to existing services.

Following the completion of the 5-year national rail renewal programme, Mr. Joe Meagher, Chairman of IE recently confirmed to the Joint Oireachtas Committee on Transport, that IE currently has the spare capacity to construct 50 miles of new railway per annum. It is also generally accepted that the permanent way section of IE is the most efficient and cost-effective element of the company, having completed the renewal programme on time and under budget. 

Given the fact that the entire route remains in the ownership of the state, and that there are no significant engineering obstacles to the smooth upgrading of the line, it is envisaged that the entire restoration work would be completed within 5 years. This is considered a realistic estimate, since the permanent way section is currently capable of laying an average of one mile of railway per week.

A costed and detailed description of the works required on each section of the line, together with accompanying photographs, may be found in Part 3.

* Excludes the highly successful Ennis-Limerick section   

    (upgraded December 2003) and the Sligo-Collooney  

    section which is part of the main Sligo-Dublin line. 

The WRC should be re-opened in 2 phases, broken into stages as follows:

PHASE 1: Mid 2004 – December 2005

· Stage 1: Claremorris-Charlestown & Tuam-Athenry. These works would proceed simultaneously bringing Tuam-Galway commuter services on stream within a year and linking Knock Airport to the National Rail Network. Development work on Oranmore station would also commence in this phase.

· Stage 2: Claremorris-Tuam and double-tracking of Oranmore-Galway. This stage will link Galway to Knock International Airport.

    PHASE 2: January 2006 – December 2007

· Charlestown-Collooney, Double tracking of Athenry-Oranmore.

· Ennis-Athenry. This phase will link Sligo to Knock International Airport and connect Galway and Limerick, the third and fourth largest cities in the state.

Although not currently the practice with Iarnród Éireann (IÉ), it was decided to cost the automation of all public road level crossings on the route. The general current practice of IÉ is to automate only what are known as “white gate” crossings.

Modern rolling stock (DMUs) capable of working in individual units or as combined trains should be made available for the new services and used to their full potential.

As the connection between Athenry and Galway city forms a central element of the viability of the WRC, provision is made for developments on that line, which is currently part of the national railway network (Dublin – Galway route). In addition, provision is made for commuter services from as far East as Athlone and shuttle services at peak times from Oranmore and Tuam.

The station at Charlestown should be developed and designated Charlestown/Knock International to cater for the rapid expansion of Knock International Airport. A regular Coach service should operate to the airport, a journey of 5-6 minutes. A spur to the Airport is not recommended in the short term. (See Part 4: Case Studies)

There is currently a proposal from business interests and local development groups in the Shannon area to provide a spur to the re-opened WRC from Shannon Airport as a future infrastructural project which will benefit tourism and commerce throughout the Western region. This is logical in our view and is referred to under case studies in Part 4. However, as the proposal will necessitate land acquisition and the construction of a completely new section of railway at a future time, it does not form part of the current costed proposal for the WRC.

1.5 POTENTIAL CUSTOMER BASES FOR THE WRC 

1.5.1 Commuters 

In the modern era a large number of passengers are actually regular train users or daily commuters. Analysis of NRA road statistics reveals that the numbers of people driving to work, even in comparatively rural areas, continues to grow rapidly. Since there is no motorway of any kind west of the Shannon, nor any plans for such, and since the number of dual carriageways is extremely small, the potential role of the WRC in alleviating traffic jams and in transporting general passengers throughout the day becomes increasingly important. As the following tables illustrate there are now significant numbers at work in the western region as a whole and the population of the towns and cities on the route of the WRC continues to rise. 

Table 1 

Numbers at work in western counties on or connected by rail to WRC
	County/City


	    Male          Female         Totals       Students

	Galway 
	  34,935
	  22,087
	  57,022
	 11,972

	Galway City
	  14,870
	  13,318
	  28,188
	 11,396

	Leitrim
	    6,140
	   3,850
	    9,990
	   2,045

	Mayo
	  26,925
	  17,839
	  44,764
	   9,958

	Roscommon
	  13,288
	    7,982
	  21,270
	   4,422

	Sligo
	  13,557
	  10,370
	  23,927
	   5,788

	Clare
	  26,213
	  17,466
	  43,679
	   7,952

	Western Region
	112,236
	  92,912
	228,840
	 53,533

	Western Region as % of State
	  17.10%
	   16.58%
	  16.89%
	 18.33%

	Limerick
	  30,542
	  20,124
	  50,666
	  14,035

	Limerick City

	  11,568           
	    9,080          
	  20,648        
	    5,331

	Source: CSO
	


Table 2 Census of Ireland 2002

Populations of urban centres on the WRC
	Town/City        Pop 2002            Pop Incl.              Projected     

                                                     Catchcment         2020   



	Sligo
	  19,735
	  25,000
	  35,000

	Collooney
	       619
	       900
	    3,500

	Tubbercurry
	    1,171
	    2,000
	    4,500

	Charlestown
	       753
	    1,500
	    3,500

	Swinford
	    1,497
	    2,500
	    2,500

	Kiltimagh
	    1,000
	    2,000
	    2,000

	Claremorris
	    2,101
	    5,000
	    7,500

	Ballindine
	       297
	       600
	    1,000

	Milltown
	       350 (est)
	       750
	    1,000

	Tuam
	    7,200
	  10,000
	  15,000

	Ballyglunin
	       600 (est)
	    1,200
	    2,000

	Athenry
	    2,154
	    4,800
	  10,000

	Oranmore
	    1,692
	    6,000
	  16,000

	Galway
	  66,163
	146,000
	192,000 (NSS)

	Craughwell
	       358
	       900
	    1,000

	Ardrahan
	       350 (est)
	       800
	    1,000

	Gort
	    1,776
	    3,500
	    5,000

	Ennis
	  22,051
	  28,000
	  35,000

	Sixmilebridge
	    1,444
	    3,000
	    4,500

	Limerick
	  54,023
	236,000
	 284,000 (NSS)

	Totals
	185,334
	480,450
	625,000


Sources: CSO, NSS
Several towns on the WRC, such as Gort, Athenry and Ennis, experienced growth of more than 20% between 1996 and 2002 (CSO). On average the growth of population in towns on the WRC was in the region of 10%.

This rapid growth in population and increasing movement of workers is leading to serious traffic problems in the west. In the case of the N17, for example, there has been a 38% increase in the volume of traffic between Tuam and Galway in the five years 1998-2003. Between 7a.m. and 9.30 a.m. each weekday more than 3000 vehicles travel on a one lane road into Galway causing gridlock and tailbacks of three miles (NRA).

The price being paid for such congestion, and the urgent necessity for proper inter-regional rail transport within the West, may be illustrated by the following example:

   • 30,000 cars enter Galway City each day i.e. 60,000     

     individual journeys.

   • A delay of 15 minutes (more often 40-60 

     mins) through congestion on each journey

     consumes 15,000 hours each day.

   • At a modest estimate of €20 per hour this costs the

     Galway economy €300,000 per day or €1.8m per   

     week or €93.6m per year.

In the light of such statistics two questions arise:

a. What is congestion, due to the absence of commuter trains and poor freight provision, costing Sligo, Mayo, Galway, Ennis and Limerick cumulatively? 

b. What is the effect on the economic      

    competitiveness of the entire Western region?

The local commuter potential of the WRC has been built into the running costs and projected income and will, in some cases, involve integration with existing rail lines. This may be seen in detail in Part 2. In Part 5 sample timetables are given for each station on the WRC as well as the main service timetable.

Many of the locations on the WRC will require halts rather than stations. These are detailed in Part 3. Park and ride facilities must be available at each location and IÉ owns sufficient property to provide these.

To facilitate customers IÉ should introduce a system where tickets would be available for purchase at locations such as newsagents.

The attractive Taxsaver commuter package, available for the past two years to employers, aimed at encouraging use of public transport among commuting employees should be widely promoted in the context of a re-opened WRC. Under the scheme the company may claim back 48% of the cost of an annual commuter ticket. There was a reported 4000% increase in the uptake on this scheme in 2002, and more than 850 companies are participating.
Fares

An analysis of commuter use of trains within the western region reveals serious anomalies in the fares being charged to rail users in different regions of the country.

The following are 3 examples for an Adult Day return ticket on a typical Friday (2003 figures).

· 48 km round trip

    Ballymote-Sligo €11 Maynooth-Dublin €4.50

· 42 km round trip

    Athenry-Galway €11.50 Bray-Dublin €3.50

· 70 km round trip

    Claremorris-Castlerea €14 Balbriggan-Dublin €5.90

For the WRC to prosper as a commuter line fare structures must reflect the existing norms in the Eastern region and the current practice of passengers in the West paying up to two to three times as much for equivalent rail journeys should cease.

1.5.2 Third-level Students

Traditionally the highest level of uptake for third-level education in Ireland has been among students from the Western seaboard. In recent years this has been mirrored by a rapid rise in the numbers of students from the West and Mid-West who are receiving their third-level education within the region. (Table 2) This in turn has given rise to a major increase in traffic at weekends as large numbers of private coaches ferry students to and from their home areas. 

The provision of quality train services at suitable times and at attractive student rates will be a significant potential money earner for the WRC. In addition to allowing easy access to main cities on the WRC it will also allow students commencing their journeys on the WRC, to travel to colleges such as Athlone by linking with existing radial routes.

As Table 1 shows there are currently more than 55,000 people availing of third-level education in the region, both full-time and part-time. While it must be recognised that for reasons of geographical location or convenience a sizeable number of these would be unable to avail of the WRC, it is not unreasonable to assume that at least 15-20% i.e. 7,750 to 11,000 of these are potential regular WRC users. 

Of particular interest is the potential for students from centres such as Claremorris, Gort or Tuam to travel to Galway on a daily basis, returning home at night. This could lead to major savings for many parents on accommodation and maintenance, currently running at an average of €7000 per year in most cities. Similar scenarios may be envisaged from Ennis or Gort to Limerick and from Charlestown and Tubbercurry to Sligo.

The student market will need to be specifically targeted in advance of the services coming on stream. Though seasonal (October-May), it should serve to keep up passenger numbers at the time of year when tourist traffic will not be as great.

Table 3 Third-level colleges on the WRC or linked by rail

Student enrolment numbers 2002/2003 at Universities and other HE institutions in the West of Ireland
	 Academic Year

 2002-03


	Full-time students
	Part-time students
	Totals

	Universities


	
	
	

	NUIG Galway


	       11,020
	             2,318
	13,338

	UL University of    

 Limerick*


	       10,125    
	             2,597
	12,722



	 Institutes of    

 Technology


	 
	 
	 

	Athlone IT


	            N/A
	N/A
	4,000

	 

GMIT (G’wayC’Bar)


	         4,436
	4,500
	8,936 

	 

Sligo IT


	         3,310
	441
	3,751

	Letterkenny IT**


	         3,464
	1,136 
	4,600 

	St.Angela's   College


	           279
	0
	279

	 

Limerick IT***


	         4,000
	2,500


	6,500

Total 54,126


Source: Higher Education Authority

    * Includes 2,189 at Mary Immaculate College

  ** Not connected by rail

*** Part-time includes 900 designated “others”.
Table 4   

County of origin and county of study for western region counties 2001-2002 

	 
	              County of study



	County of origin


	Donegal
	Galway
	Sligo
	Other counties

	Galway
	    31
	5,268
	  244
	 2,901

	Leitrim
	    46
	  168
	  288
	   471

	Mayo
	    74
	   1,790
	  596
	 2,008

	Roscommon
	    32
	  571
	  303
	 1,119

	Sligo
	    88
	  561
	  906
	    728

	Donegal
	1,540
	  655
	  246
	 1,203

	Clare
	      6
	  818
	    42
	 2,707

	WDC Total
	    1,817
	9,831
	2,625
	   11,137

	WDC % of  Total
	87%
	72%
	77%
	11%

	
	
	
	
	


Source: Higher Education Authority

1.5.3 TOURIST TRAFFIC AND THE WRC

The West and Mid-West regions boast some of the most-visited tourist areas in the whole of Ireland (Table 4). Attractions such as Bunratty Castle and Folk Park (329,334), Knock Shrine and Folk Museum (1,500,000), Croagh Patrick (150,000), Kylemore Abbey (186,542), National Museum of Country Life (113,270), annually draw more than 2 million tourists, both domestic and foreign, to the region (Table 3). Many of these tourists offer a significant potential customer base for the WRC as the following statistics for car-use by tourists illustrate.

· 21% of visitors to Ireland in 2001 hired a car while another 20% brought their car, a total of 41%. 

· Of those travelling from Britain, 29% brought a car and 13% hired.

· 43% of North Americans hired a car.

· 20% of mainland Europeans hired a car and a further 10% brought a car. 

This suggests that a significant percentage of visitors (59%) to Ireland used public transport (or had relatives transport them) during their visit, and points to a significant potential market for the WRC, which connects all the main tourist counties in the west and mid-west. (Source: ITB)

Irrespective of how or where tourists arrive in Ireland it should be possible for them to plan their journeys by rail, as is the norm in most developed countries and indeed in many not so developed ones. The Railtours Ireland company has shown the potential for this kind of tourism and would make extensive use of the opportunities the WRC can offer to grow the rail tours business.

It is clearly essential that passengers arriving at Shannon, Knock and other airports should have access to train services. In the case of Shannon, trans-Atlantic passengers should have the option of travelling North as well as South, while Irish people wishing to travel abroad, without going through Dublin, should be able to avail of rail services to Shannon and Knock. The WRC will serve both of these markets.

THE VALUE OF TOURISM IN THE WEST REGION 

In 2001 expenditure by tourists to Ireland (including receipts paid to Irish carriers by foreign visitors) was estimated to be worth almost €4 billion.


· In 2001 the West Region (Mayo, Galway & Roscommon) accounted for approx 14% of national overseas tourism receipts, being in third place after Dublin and the South West. 

· The total revenue generated by the region in 2001 was €403.5 from Overseas visitors, €212.5 from Domestic visitors and €21.59 from Northern Irish visitors. 

· Some 70% of overseas revenue accrued to County Galway, 24% to County Mayo and 6% to County Roscommon. 

· It is estimated that tourism supports 21,900 jobs or job equivalents in the West Region.

Table 5 

Ireland West Tourism Numbers (‘000s) 1997 - 2001
	Visitors 000s

Market


	     1997          1998           1999            2001

	Britain
	      378
	      358
	       427
	       424

	Mainland Europe
	      386
	      353
	       382
	       434

	North America
	      297
	      299
	       339
	       367

	Other Areas
	        77
	        61
	         74
	         87

	
	
	
	
	

	Total Overseas Tourists
	   1,134
	    1,071
	    1,222
	    1,312

	Domestic Tourism
	   1,073
	    1,323
	    1,257
	    1,115

	Northern Ireland
	       87
	        73
	         77
	         44

	
	
	
	
	

	Total Tourists
	   2,294
	    2,467
	    2,556
	    2,471

	
	
	
	
	


Source: West Region Tourism
The rate of growth in overseas visitors to the West region peaked in 2000. Note the rapid growth in domestic tourism in the 2001 period, compensating somewhat for the loss in overseas visitors due to 9/11 and Foot and Mouth.


Tables 6 - 11

Visitor numbers for Tourist / Heritage Attractions on the WRC or linked by rail (West and Mid-West Regions)
   Table 6

   Visitor 

   Numbers Galway          Station               Line
	Aran Islands 
100,000
	 Galway
	Galway/Dub WRC

	Galway Atlantaquaria
50,000
	 Galway
	Galway/Dub WRC

	Kylemore Abbey & Garden
186,452
	 Galway
	Galway/Dub WRC

	Athenry Arts & Heritage Centre
12,000
	 Athenry
	Galway/Dub WRC

	Athenry Castle
20,000
	 Athenry
	Galway/Dub WRC

	Connemara National Park
60,110
	 Galway
	Galway/Dub WRC

	Aughrim Interpretative Centre
20,000
	 Ballinasloe
	Galway/Dub 

	Connemara (Region)

200,000
	 Galway
	Galway/Dub WRC

	Thoor Ballylee

15,000
	 Gort
	 WRC

	
	
	


   Table 7

   Visitor 

   Numbers Mayo             Station               Line

	Ballintubber Abbey And The Celtic Furrow
50,000
	 Castlebar  
	Westport/Dub



	Céide Fields Visitor Centre And Site 

34,316
	 Ballina
	Ballina/Dub

	National Museum of Ireland - Country Life
113,270
	 Castlebar
	
Westport/Dub

	Croagh Patrick
150,000
	 Westport
	Westport/Dub 

 

	Croagh Patrick Information Centre 

30,000
	 Westport
	Westport/Dub 


	Foxford Woollen Mills Visitor Centre 

24,000
	 Foxford

	Ballina/Dub 

	Knock Shrine & Knock Folk Museum  

1,500,000
	Claremorris

 Kiltimagh
	Westport/Dub 

WRC

	Mayo Leisure Point
200,000
	 Castlebar
	Westport/Dub 


	
	
	

	Mayo North Heritage Centre
1,400
	 Ballina
	Ballina/Dub


	
	 
	

	


   Table 8

   Visitor Numbers 

   Roscommon                  Station              Line
	Arigna Mining Experience
12,130
	 Dromad
	Sligo/Dub

	Boyle Abbey
10,000
	 Boyle
	Sligo/Dub


	Castlerea Railway Museum
10,000
	 Castlerea

	Westport/Dub 

	Strokestown Park House, Garden And Famine Museum
66,000
	 Roscommon
	Sligo/Dub

	Clonalis House
5,000
	  Castlerea
	Westport/Dub 

	County Roscommon Heritage & Genealogy Centre
2,000
	 Roscommon
	Westport/Dub 

	Cruachan Aí Visitor Centre
20,000
	 Castlerea
	Westport/Dub 

	Lough Key Forest Park
50,000
	 Athlone

	Westport/Dub 

	Doctor Douglas Hyde Interpretative Centre
4,000
	 Boyle
	Westport/Dub

	King House
10,055
	 Boyle
	Sligo/Dub

	


Table 9

   Visitor 

   Numbers Sligo              Station               Line

	Waterpoint 

64,000
	Ballina
	Ballina/Dub

	Sligo Art Gallery 

16,000
	Sligo 
	Sligo/Dublin

WRC

	Niland Gallery Sligo 

45,000
	Sligo
	Sligo/Dublin 

WRC

	Yeats Country including Drumcliffe

50,000
	Sligo

Tubbercurry    

 
	Sligo/Dublin WRC

	Rosses Point

25,000
	Sligo
	Sligo/Dublin WRC

	Mullaghmore

20,000
	Sligo
	Sligo/Dublin WRC

	
	 
	


	
	 
	

	


Table 10 

   Visitor 

   Numbers Clare             Station               Line 

	Burren Region & Cliffs of Moher

70,000
	Ennis 
	WRC

	Ailwee Caves

156,200
	Ennis 
	WRC

	Bunratty Castle & Folk Park 329,334
	Limerick
	 WRC

	
	 
	


REGIONAL TOURISM INVESTMENT

Since 1988 investment programmes have led to the development of an extensive range of new and improved tourism facilities throughout the region. Notwithstanding the desire to achieve a spatial spread of tourism investment, the bigger centres have continued to grow at a greater pace than the more rural centres, as private sector investors tend to invest in areas such as Galway City, Sligo and Westport, which are likely to give a greater rate of return. 

Infrastructural developments like the WRC will allow other towns in the region to compete for a greater share in the tourism market and the ensuing investment it generates.
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1.5.4 Health Related Passengers

All of the hospitals in the West and Mid-West region are accessible by rail and the major centres for medical treatment i.e. Limerick, Sligo and Galway are on the WRC. It is likely that the main sources of health-related business accruing to the WRC would come from among outpatients and daycases, since these categories of patients are generally able to make their own way to and from hospital. In 2002 in the Western Health Board area alone there were 186,487 outpatient visits to hospitals and 34,370 daycases (Table 11).

Daycase patients undergoing minor medical procedures, particularly where an anaesthetic is required, are often advised not to drive, so comfortable rail access should prove particularly attractive to such people. Many older people, who are entitled to free travel, would also be likely to avail of such services.

A second major potential market exists among those who visit relatives in hospitals. It may be safely projected that the vast majority of inpatients will have at least two visitors in the course of their stay in hospital. On Western Health Board statistics for 2002 therefore, visitor numbers for the 27,716 inpatients in UCH Galway alone would have amounted to at least 50,000. Projections for all of the hospitals on the route suggest a potential market of up to 200,000 visitor-based journeys, not counting any repeat visitors (possibly 30% more).

Hospitals not directly on the WRC such as Castlebar, Roscommon and Portiuncula can also potentially benefit from patients and visitors whose journeys might begin at points on the WRC e.g. people travelling from Tuam to Portiuncula or Kiltimagh to Castlebar. Proper planning of timetables and imaginative marketing will ensure that a significant section of the public will choose rail in such circumstances.

Table 11 Health Statisitics 2002

Patients attending hospitals on WRC or linked rail routes in western counties 

	Hospital 


	Inpatient     Daycase     Outpatient    A & E

	UCH Galway

 
	 27,716
	 18,944
	 83,564
	 56,974

	Merlin Park Galway


	   8,850
	   4,478
	 28,271
	_______

	Portiuncula

Ballinasloe


	 10,136
	   4,304
	 29,941
	 18,322

	Mayo General


	 16,351
	   5,588
	 32,972
	 27,816

	Roscommon


	   3,473
	   1,056
	 11,769
	 13,615

	Sligo


	 17,785
	  19,664
	  59,708
	   28,412

	Ennis


	   4,487
	    2,319*
	  12,576*
	    7,873*

	Limerick


	  30,657
	   15,839*
	  85,923*
	   53,791*

	Totals 


	119,445
	 72,192
	344,664
	206,803


Source: Regional Health Boards

Note: Limerick figure includes St. Munchen’s & Limerick Orthopaedic

 *  Estimate based on actual Inpatient and WHB trend.

1.6 FREIGHT AND THE WRC

1.6.1 Closing down Freight?
The continuing withdrawal of Iarnród Éireann from the freight business is a matter of serious concern in the context of a re-opened WRC. At present, the Company’s approach to freight, appears to be at odds with Government and E.U policy and is clearly not customer focused.

The recent decision by IÉ to close Sligo Quay and to end the carriage of container traffic into Sligo, which has been a rail freight gateway for Donegal, is a case in point. Inevitably, this will also lead to the end of oil and timber traffic from Sligo. Clearly the potential of this piece of infrastructure will be lost to the re-opened WRC if Iarnród Éireann is allowed to proceed. 

Galway’s freight terminal has also just been closed while Adelaide in Belfast is also set to close in the near future. These closures seem to be irrespective of customer demand. Mallow, which has seen a daily trainload container service for Coastal Containers for some time now, is in a similar situation, and this customer will be seriously inconvenienced by the closure of the yard.

We believe that freight has a vital contribution to make to the future success of the WRC. Our concern here is that this is a programme of closure by stealth, where the remaining customers will become so frustrated with the service level, that they will be forced to shift to road transport. Clearly it would make far more sense for the customer, faced with having to send consignments long distances to a railhead, to simply let the lorry continue to the product's ultimate destination. Indeed IÉ have stated that they are not competitive where they have to road haul at the end of a rail haul. However, this is exactly what they are now proposing for Sligo and Mallow. 

In the case of Sligo, Guinness traffic will now be delivered to Longford (55mls away) while container traffic will go to Ballina (37mls away). The freight will continue its journey by road while the Sligo line, which has had millions of Euro in public money invested in it in recent years, will lie idle. Similarly in the case of the recent closure of Galway,

Guinness traffic will now have to be road-hauled from Claremorris rail depot, adding to the already serious traffic problems on the N17.  In general, freight should be part of rail asset sweating, to reduce high fixed costs. This is particularly important where overnight freight movements on the network could ensure that passenger traffic is afforded maximum flexibility during the day. 
1.6.2 Restoring Confidence in Freight

In order to restore some measure of confidence in the rail-freight business in the short to medium term we recommend that the existing WRC freight route from Claremorris via Athenry to the south should be made operational again, once the Cahir viaduct is re-opened. Although the line is currently capable only of sustaining speeds of 15-25 mph, this will allow timber and other cargoes to travel directly to their destination at Waterford Port avoiding the Dublin area.

Minister Brennan has indicated on more than one occasion, that if IÉ were not interested in rail freight, he would look at having another operator take over the business. At the same time, it is increasingly apparent, that while IÉ have little interest in the freight business themselves, they do not want another operator either. As there are indications that IÉ are considering selling off at least some parts of the Sligo and Galway yards, there is a danger that if another operator were to be brought in in the future, this infrastructure would no longer be in place.

We conclude that there is significant potential for developing existing freight facilities in Ballina and Sligo, linking to Dublin and south to Limerick/Waterford. Norfolk Lines, Coca Cola, Baxter and Coillte are widely accepted 
as potential WRC users, but we have identified many others in places like Westport, Castlebar, Sligo, Tubbercurry and Ballina. It needs only two or three
successful high-profile users to make rail-freight a credible and attractive option for other large businesses e.g. Abbott in Sligo. 

We also believe that there is much greater potential for courier type same-day or overnight inter city/town traffic in smaller goods and parcels, once a mainstay of CIÉ e.g. allowing businesses to ship material at a competitive price from Claremorris to Limerick, Sligo or Galway, but much will depend on a change of attitude in IÉ, as regards selling its product to business and offering realistic prices to customers.

It is fundamental that IÉ changes how it sells and operates its rail freight business. It needs to commit to the rail freight business and to aggressively market its superior product, rather than putting trucks on the roads. If not, another operator needs to be brought in to develop the freight potential of the WRC. 

1.6.3 Developing the Freight Business

One of the main stumbling blocks at the moment is the lack of investment in rail freight and the need for incentives or grants as is the European norm. Throughout the E.U. tax breaks have won traffic over to rail and have greatly relieved pressure and spending on road infrastructure.  By separating the ownership of the rail infrastructure from the operating company, IÉ could exclusively concentrate on developing its services.  Allowing open access would enable competition and stimulate growth.  

Appointing a rail regulator would ensure standards of service, by train operating companies and the infrastructure company.  

A tailored reward for growing traffic, would be a per wagonload/km subsidy for container flows and a per tonne/km subsidy for bulk traffic. The subsidy would be divided in an agreed proportion, between the train
operator and infrastructure company.  IÉ’s life expired wagon fleet, provides an opportunity to invest in industry friendly, standard type wagons, to accomadate “hi cube” 45 foot containers and Standard Demountable Units (SDU’s) “one size fits all”, capable of traversing the total rail network.  Some basic funding by the state for these

and a small fleet of all purpose freight locomotives, is essential now, if freight is to survive and grow.  

The freight market is expanding rapidly.  The number of licensed goods vehicles increased by 40% from 146,601 to 205,575 between 1996 to 2001 during which time, railfreight rapidly declined.  

An essential requirement will be rail freight yards with modern facilities. Looking at the route from Sligo to Limerick (excluding Galway), only Sligo, Ballina, Westport and Claremorris currently have freight facilities. Ennis has just closed. To encourage more freight on the WRC a rail freight yard in the Galway area either at Athenry or Oranmore may be required or Galway needs to be re-instated. 

Another area with potential container traffic for the continent is the Shannon triangle. There may be a case to have a freight terminal in the airport when the spur-line is built or somewhere nearby, in the shorter term. Ports like Waterford (the only port with quay side rail access in the country) and Foynes with its currently disused rail link, are the obvious terminals for most freight flows and authorities at both need to be involved in the planning and development of the WRC freight programme from the start. Regarding timber, a number of possible lineside loading locations for timber (as happens in Scotland) have been identified to us by local sources to help increase the potential freight traffic for the WRC. 

1.7 Rail Links and Infrastructural Development
In the context of infrastructural development in Ireland, there has been much debate as to which comes first, infrastructure or development. Clearly, in the case of Dublin, the latter has come first, leading to the current transport crisis and involving major expense and disruption in providing infrastructure after the event. In the light of this experience, there can be little argument that the provision of good, planned infrastructure, providing the engine for sustainable development, must at the very least run in tandem with development, if not precede it. 

The scenario where local authorities and planners are told to prioritise certain areas or corridors for housing or development can only be meaningful if there are valid reasons for citizens to opt to live in such areas. Housing alone will not bring people to live in targeted growth areas. There must also be good employment prospects, educational, sport and recreational facilities and a quality transport infrastructure, allowing ready access to centres of commerce, higher education and major health services.  

There is currently a growing view that the provision of infrastructure and development need not involve a choice of one over the other but that the two may, in fact, be complementary. This “complementary” view of infrastructure and development is well illustrated by the recently published report of the Western Development Commission entitled Jobs for Towns (December 2003). Looking at the development of small and medium-sized towns in the West of Ireland, the report states:

      “Development, such as that arising from inward    

       investment, drives the demand for improved  

       infrastructure and increases the intensity of 

       infrastructural use. At the same time the availability 

       of quality infrastructure attracts investment. A 

       concentration of development in the small and 

       medium-sized towns in the region, which are served

by primary infrastructure can therefore both drive, and be driven by, infrastructural improvements.” 

The report goes on to highlight the potential that exists for enhancing the rail network in the region as a whole noting that the Western Region has the most intensive rail network outside Dublin with four mainline routes from Dublin and the untapped potential of the key north-south route between Sligo and Limerick in the WRC, with onward connections to Cork, Waterford and Rosslare.  This network has the potential to provide both good internal regional linkages, and links to the capital, as well as a number of different commuter services.  An important benefit of inward investment, such as the recently announced decentralisation programme, will be to increase demand for, and the feasibility of, new rail services.

Many towns are well positioned along the radial and cross-radial routes in the West – both road and rail – including the Western Rail Corridor. Developing these towns enhances the feasibility of the WRC which in turn reinforces the development potential of the towns. The presence of a substantial and growing concentration of workers in towns along existing rail routes, including the WRC, also substantially increases their viability as commuter routes.  

In the Cork Area Strategic Plan 2001–2020, one of the key themes is a redirection of development to corridors that can be efficiently served by public transport, especially rail, on the basis that this will contribute to a more sustainable future pattern of development in the area. In order to facilitate this reorientation of growth, significant investment in the local rail network is proposed. The Government’s prioritisation of a number of towns positioned on the Western Rail Corridor in the recent decentralisation announcement, has significantly enhanced their development potential, and justifies investment in the local rail network i.e. the WRC.
Rail Network
                   Source – THE WESTERN DEVELOPMENT COMMISSION
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1.7.2 

Strategic & Planning support of Local Authorities for the WRC

In the course of preparing its recent report the Western Development Commission wrote to the four Local Authorities on the route of the Western Rail Corridor to establish if towns in each county had been prioritised for growth because of their positioning on the WRC. The WDC report concluded that all of the local authorities concerned explicitly supported the Western Rail Corridor in their plans and had taken rail links into consideration in relation to the future development of these towns.  The following is a summary of the responses of the local authorities:

1.7.3 Sligo

The role and required future expansion of public transport, specifically rail infrastructure along the existing Dublin-Sligo line are emphasised in the Draft Sligo and Environs Development Plan 2004-2010.  The benefits of this are included in the growth centre proposals for the towns of Ballymote and Collooney (also on the Western Rail Corridor) in the existing County Development Plan (1999-2004).  This strategic thinking in relation to rail is to be extended to the WRC proposals and will be outlined in the Review of the County Development Plan (in progress).  It is recognised that the reopening of the Western Rail Corridor would assist the consolidation of Tubbercurry as it would benefit significantly from the developmental impetus resulting from continuing or re-instigated railway investment. The County Development Plan (the draft of which is currently in preparation) will make specific reference to the WRC.
1.7.4 Mayo

The Mayo County Development Plan 2003 supports the development of Mayo towns and makes specific reference to the Western Rail Corridor, strongly supporting any proposals for the reinstatement of the corridor.  It is a Council objective to protect the lands required for the development of public transport facilities, and it also aims to safeguard and protect all existing rail lines, associated facilities and land from redevelopment for non-transport related purposes in order to allow for their future use as an operational transportation network.  Central to the Mayo County Development Plan is the improvement of public transport provision and the development of modern transport facilities such as bus-rail interchanges and commuter linkages.  The response from Mayo County Council also notes that it is an objective of the Council to support decentralisation by virtue of the potential that exists for accommodating higher levels of population and jobs growth in those settlements currently served by main rail lines.  

Mayo County Council’s transport policy aims to promote, in conjunction with other local authorities and organisations, the development of the Western Transportation Corridor as a means of improving the development potential of the county and the West Region.  It is also an objective of the Council to promote Charlestown as a major transport hub for the North West on the basis of its strategic location at the intersection of the N5 and N17, its proximity to Knock International Airport and the fact that it is on the Western Rail Corridor.  

1.7.5 Galway

Galway County Council’s current County Development Plan sets out a clear settlement strategy for towns and villages in the county including Gort, Ardrahan, Craughwell, Athenry, Tuam and Milltown which are located on the Western Rail Corridor.  Other settlements lie close to the rail network and would also benefit from the availability of a commuter train service.  Town plans are in place for Gort, Athenry and Tuam, and a new local area plan is being prepared for the hub town of Tuam along with new local area plans for Gort, Athenry and Craughwell.  These plans will incorporate zoning and clear objectives to integrate land use and transportation policies and to promote the efficient use of infrastructure.  Proposals will also be prepared for Ardrahan and Milltown.  The local area plans for Gort, Athenry and Tuam will reflect the up to date transport corridors integrated with land zoning.

The importance of progressing the north-south road and public transport corridor, thus promoting the growth of the hub town of Tuam and other towns along the route is also noted by Galway County Council in its submission to the West Regional Authority (which is currently preparing a regional strategy and guidelines).

The Galway Transportation and Planning Study (GTPS) findings were recently adopted by Galway County and City Councils. The Study compiled by Buchanan consultants was jointly resourced by the two Councils, the Department of Transport, and the Department of Environment, Heritage and Local Government. The GTPS strongly supports the development of rail commuter and freight services to complement proposed upgrading of Intercity services. The Western Rail Corridor is a critical element of GTPS recommendations.  

1.7.6 Clare

Clare County Council’s approach, in terms of development plans and policies, has been to encourage development in towns and villages and restrict development in the open countryside. The preparation of the South Clare Economic Corridor Local Area Plan is significant as it sets out detailed settlement strategies for the settlements of Shannon, Newmarket on Fergus, Sixmilebridge, Bunratty and Quin.  It also gives recognition to the proposed Shannon Rail Link and identifies and safeguards a number of corridors to facilitate such a development.  The Plan states that the link will not only improve access to Shannon including the international airport, Shannon Free Zone and Shannon Town but will act as a link between the South Clare Corridor and the Western Rail Corridor and the greater Dublin area.  According to the Clare Plan, the link will contribute to relieving existing and predicted traffic congestion in the corridor and will assist the attainment of a sustainable national transport policy.

1.7.7 Conclusion:

Contrary to the assertion in the recently published Strategic Rail Review our research has shown that the appropriate land use and settlement strategies are in place in each of the respective counties to support the re-opening of the Western Rail Corridor. This is formally confirmed in the Jobs for Towns report recently published by the Western Development Commission for the Dept. of Community, Rural and Gaeltacht affairs. The regional planning guidelines due to be published in March will also reflect this prioritisation. There can be no doubt that the relevant local, regional authorities and the Western Development Commission understand the prerequisites that must be in place to justify the proposed investment in the WRC.
1.7.8 The WRC and Future Western Development 
As we conclude our work in January 2004, IDA Ireland has announced that in County Galway, on sites in Athenry and Oranmore, alongside the Western Rail Corridor, a new 400 acre, linked international-standard Science & Technology Park is to be developed.

Mr.Dermot Clohessy IDA Head of Regional Development and Property stated that “having a key large-scale site, well serviced and provided with the highest quality access and infrastructure, to offer attractive property solutions for significant national inward investment projects, was an important missing feature in the Region that will be remedied by today’s proposal.” 

Ultimately, up to 5000 direct jobs are projected. The consequences of development on this scale are extraordinary in many respects, but especially in public transport terms.  The impact will be felt from Sligo to Limerick, the length and breadth of the Western Rail Corridor, and beyond. Clearly the proximity of the WRC has had a powerful influence on the site selection process.

This development should be seen as further evidence of the viability of the Western Rail Corridor project and it is to be hoped that this West On Track Report will lead to the provision of the requisite public transport services sooner than might otherwise have been possible. 

An immediate consequence of this IDA Ireland announcement is that passenger projections can be substantially revised upwards and the proposed staged programme for the restoration of the entire Western Rail Corridor, as set out in Section 1.4, from Sligo through to Limerick, should now be accelerated and prioritised.

Working Together

Too often people in Ireland do not identify strongly enough with their public services. In this case however, there is clearly strong support from the communities along the route of the WRC for the restoration of the railway. To copper-fasten that support it is essential that the communities who are actually the potential customers, be given a sense of ownership of their new rail services.  A joint partnership group should be established involving all the stakeholders to monitor services, ensure the maximum use of the service and value to the state. This would include representatives of the Department of Transport, Iarnrod Eireann, the statutory bodies such as County and City Development Boards, local authorities, groups such as the Western Inter-County Rail Committee, West on Track and the community fora. 

This is the way forward, not only for the WRC, but for public transport services in general.
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