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WDC Submission to Rail Review 2016  

Introduction 

The Western Development Commission (WDC) welcomes this opportunity to make a submission to 
the Consultation on Rail Review 2016 issued in November 2016 by the National Transport Authority 
along with Iarnród Éireann and the Minister for Transport, Tourism & Sport. 

The WDC is a statutory body established by government to promote, foster and encourage economic 
and social development in the Western Region1.  It operates under the aegis of the Department of 
Arts, Heritage, Regional, Rural and Gaeltacht Affairs.  The WDC works in co-operation with national, 
regional and local bodies involved in western development to ensure that the Western Region 
maximises its full development potential.   

One of the functions of the WDC is regional policy analysis.  The WDC seeks to ensure that 
government policy reflects the needs and maximises the potential of the Western Region in such 
areas as infrastructure, natural resources, enterprise and regional and rural development.  It also 
tracks the implementation of policies and recommends adjustments as appropriate. It is in this 
context that the WDC welcomes the publication of the Rail Review 2016 and the opportunity to 
submit its insights into the policy formulation process. 
 
The WDC has examined transport issues impacting on the Western Region generally and rail in 
particular since its establishment. Previous WDC submissions on rail transport issues and the 
transport needs of the Western Region are all available on the WDC website 
http://www.wdc.ie/publications/submissions/ 
 
Most recently the WDC commissioned a report on Rail Freight and the Western Region2. This report 
investigated the potential for new rail freight traffic in the Western Region and examined the extent 
to which new rail freight traffic might emerge if policy instruments change to support a greater 
modal shift to rail freight. The WDC also made a considered response to the Consultation on the 
Strategic Framework for the Investment in Land Transport3 (SFILT). 
 
If there are any queries in relation to this submission please contact Deirdre Frost, Policy Analyst at 
deirdrefrost@wdc.ie . 

Structure of this WDC Submission 

First, the WDC sets out what it believes should be some general observations in considering the Rail 
Review and the preparation of a Rail Policy for Ireland. There are also some observations which are 
made in the context of the SFILT which informs some of the Rail Review. 

This is followed by observations on some various points made throughout the Rail Review (listed 
according to Chapter heading and page number). 

Finally there are responses to the specific questions outlined in the Public Consultation. 

 

  

                                                           
1
 Counties Donegal, Sligo, Leitrim, Roscommon, Mayo, Galway and Clare. 

2
 http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/WDC-Rail-Freight-Study-Final-Report-18-12-15.pdf  

3
 http://www.wdc.ie/publications/submissions/#toggle-id-3 

http://www.wdc.ie/publications/submissions/
mailto:deirdrefrost@wdc.ie
http://www.wdc.ie/wp-content/uploads/WDC-Rail-Freight-Study-Final-Report-18-12-15.pdf
http://www.wdc.ie/publications/submissions/#toggle-id-3


2 
 

1. General Observations  

 
Short term needs, long-term impacts 
Decisions made on rail transport now have very long term impacts. All investments will impact and 
influence our rail network for decades and therefore should take into account, as far as possible 
likely future conditions and strategies reflecting them (e.g. population growth, spatial strategies 
(NPF), energy efficiency in transport and climate change objectives, regional balance, changing work 
practices). It will be harder to meet long term goals and the full range of policy objectives, if the 
wrong decisions are made now. Whatever the urgent short term considerations, the long term 
implications of all investments must be considered carefully.   

There is an understandable tension between short term financial considerations and the long term 
priorities and potential of the rail network. It is important that the long term objectives are central 
to policy choices that are made. 

The rail network and regional development 
Rail as a transport mode is a key enabler and facilitator of economic development. However this is 
not its only function. Other policy objectives such as regional development, sustainability and social 
inclusion are also impacted by decisions on investment in the rail network. 

The WDC recognises that investment in transport infrastructure will not achieve regional growth by 
itself, but quality transport infrastructure is a necessary element of any strategy for regional growth.  
Improved journey times can reduce peripherality and improve accessibility, thereby supporting 
regional economic growth. 

Transport accessibility 
Transport investment in Ireland has often been considered on a mode specific basis without much 
consideration of investment in other transport modes. In the last decade there has been very 
significant investment in the motorway network, however there are no motorways serving the West 
and NorthWest, north of the M6 from Dublin to Galway (see TII map below). 

 

There have been some investments to the interurban network such as the N5 and N4 but there are 
many poor sections which remain on these routes and the journey times to these regions have not 
improved to the same extent as those regions served by motorways.  

Therefore these regions have become relatively less accessible compared to other regions with 
greater improvements in the road network. It should also be noted that air accessibility between 
Dublin and regional airports has also declined over this period, arising from the withdrawal of PSO 

http://www.nra.ie/roads-tolling/our-road-network/IrelandRoutes2016.png
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supports on the Sligo and Galway services (with the resultant closure of Galway and Sligo airports to 
commercial services). 

Bus services too are under increasing pressure and there have been service level reductions on some 
services in the Western Region, with fewer stops, thereby reducing transport options to users who 
require them. 

Therefore the rail network and services to the West and North West are relatively more important 
to the transport needs of the region than the actual passenger numbers may suggest. 

Work done by E. Morgenroth on transport and accessibility across the regions illustrates the impact 
ƻŦ ǊŜŎŜƴǘ ƛƴǾŜǎǘƳŜƴǘǎ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ ΨƛƴŀŎŎŜǎǎƛōƛƭƛǘȅΩ ƻŦ ǇŀǊǘǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²Ŝǎǘ ŀƴŘ bƻǊǘƘ²Ŝǎǘ ǊŜƎƛƻƴǎΦ 
The maps below illustrate the accessibility to motorways and railway stations. 

The importance of the railway network in serving most regions of Ireland except the Border and 
Northwest, is illustrated in the map on drive time to the nearest railway station, (see below). Of 
course accessibility to railway stations is one element, factors such as service levels and stations 
served are also important considerations. 

Drivetime to the Nearest Motorway Junction                  Drivetime to the Nearest Railway Stations 

                                          

Source: E. Morgenorth, ESRI, 2016                                                             Source: E. Morgenorth, ESRI, 2016       
 

The proposal to reduce rail journey times on some routes and not others is in direct response to the 
improvements in the road network on those same routes and the relative competitiveness of rail 
versus road. For example proposed investment in rail is now focused on those routes with better 
road access (motorways), to stay competitive, the cumulative effect of little funding for both road 
and rail on some routes (to the North West) is rarely evident from a broader, transport accessibility 
point of view. This thinking is also evident when considering proposed electrification of some lines. 

It is also not often considered but from a spatial and economic efficiency point of view, Ireland is, 
compared to some countries at an advantage in terms of the delivery of transport infrastructure and 
services. Its geographic land mass which is relatively compact and low lying is without the challenges 
of other countries such as those with mountainous terrain. Though not as widespread as before, the 
railway is still fairly extensive and this is an advantage that should be capitalised upon in terms of the 
delivery of transport services nationally. 
 
 


