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Introduction

As we discuss sustainable and coherent housing development which builds on existing character, while maintaining a sense of place that is within the capacity of the country to provide, it is important to bear in mind that because we are continuously moving to and from that place, we call home, it is essential that national policy on  settlement and public transport is co-ordinated and seen to be co-ordinated.
There are a number of statutory mechanisms in place to assist the process, not least the County & City Development Board system, for which I hold responsibility in County Galway.

National Rural Development Policy specifically states the CDB process is the most appropriate co-ordination and delivery mechanism to ensure effective local transport provision in its area.

One current dilemma presenting itself as a challenge to such co-ordination mechanisms is whether "to frontload or not to frontload transport infrastructure". Some would argue that if we are serious about balanced regional development we must frontload, while others would argue that we must prioritise the existing bottlenecks.

To a certain extent this is the challenge facing those who have decisions to make in regard to the Western Rail Corridor.

The Scheme is promoted by Local Government, Statutory Bodies and Community Groups.

During the process of preparing Social Cultural and Economic Development Strategies for their areas, County and City Development Boards from Donegal to Cork agreed that the Scheme that has become known as the Western Rail Corridor should be very seriously assessed as regards the contribution it might make to public transport as well as socio-economic development in Ireland.
Today I will describe the WRC and share some observations in regard to short, medium and longer term prospects.

What is the Western Rail Corridor?

The Western Rail Corridor is a state owned linear route approximately 20 metres wide stretching for an uninterrupted distance of 234 kms from Sligo to Limerick. 

From the Gateway of Sligo to Collooney, a distance of 10 km, the corridor accommodates Dublin-Sligo train services and is operational to full mainline standard.

From  Collooney, through Tubbercurry, Charlestown, Swinford and Kiltimagh to Claremorris, a distance of 74 km the railway is closed, since 1976, but is in situ. and in the ownership of CIE.

From Claremorris, where it intersects the main Dublin to Westport line, it continues for a distance of 110 kms through Ballindine, Milltown and  the Hub Town of Tuam to Athenry where it intersects the railway from Dublin to the Galway City Gateway and on through Craughwell, Ardrahan and Gort to the Hub Town of Ennis on a route that today sees occasional engineering trains.

South of Ennis the 40 km section was re-opened to full mainline passenger standard last year and today hosts 8 daily train services to the Gateway City of Limerick and regions beyond. 

The “missing piece” of the Western Rail Corridor is that between Colloney and Ennis, which is 190kms in length.

The position of regional statutory bodies.

In a joint approach adopted by the Border, West and Mid West  Regional Authorities, Regional Planning Guidelines find that there is a sound case on social grounds, transport needs, tourism potential, environmental sustainability and balanced regional development criteria for re-opening the WRC as an inter-regional railway.

Land Use zonings and settlement patterns

All of the towns and villages along the WRC are earmarked for development to varying degrees. 

The route is already a NSS Road and Public Transport Corridor and the opportunity now presents itself to plan development at strategic locations along the route. Supporting infrastructure such as Park & Ride facilities can be provided adjoining the railway stations which in their own right could become Transport Centres, servicing all modes of public and private passenger transit.

Planning levies can contribute towards the development of such Transport Centres, possibly managed through a partnership arrangement with communities, led by local authorities.

As an example Tuam, the  Hub and RAPID Town has today at its centre a derelict and disused railway station which lends itself towards such a pilot Transport Centre initiative.

The opportunity for  such an approach can now be provided for as County/City Development Plans along the route are amended following the recent adoption of the Regional Planning Guidelines.

Furthermore there are a number of developments of strategic importance emerging along the western seaboard. These include:
· Shannon and Knock Airport growth plans

· Large –scale Science & Technology Park in the Oranmore/Athenry area with the possible generation of 4000 jobs

· Ardaun on the Galway City/County boundary where a population of 16,000 is projected

· Decentralisation 790 jobs (2000 pop.)

International Comparisons

The WRC has many of the characteristics of Rural/Cross Country railways in the UK, popularly known as Community Railways.

There has been a revival of rural/ cross country lines in Britain, due to positive co-operation between British Rail and local government, backed up by strong community campaigns.
The new approach is to designate certain routes separately from the conventional and high speed rail networks. Consequently they will be treated differently by EU regulations, as they would have separate operational and engineering standards, appropriate to the nature of local operation. This will allow a fresh approach to the way these lines are managed, marketed and supported as well as the way they are operated, maintained and renewed, with consequent major cost savings.

Community Rail lines typically :

· Have a line speed of 75mph or less;

· Be low frequency (normally hourly or less)

· Have a single operator

· Be local or rural in character

· Carry some freight

The WRC contains all the characteristics of a Community Railway.

The future of the WRC is also in my view linked with the principle of integrated transport. There are currently too many instances where bus services compete with, rather than feed local train services, or are simply planned in isolation from them. Just look at existing Sligo- Galway - Limerick;– Waterford bus services and how they fail to integrate with radial rail services.
On the WRC I believe that the opportunity presents itself for train and bus services to be planned together to provide a bus feeder service to the railway, or to provide a better combined bus and train frequency.  The Rail Procurement Agency is already working on an integrated ticketing model. 
There is also scope for links with community transport operators, or demand responsive transport and there may be further lessons emerging from the pilot Rural Transport Initiatives around the country.

What would re-opening of the WRC mean to the citizen.

· Choice between driving the length of the west coast, by car or  travelling by bus or travelling faster, safer,  more efficiently and in more comfort by train .
“It is well held in transport planning that a reasonably clear hierarchy of modal preference exists in the order of
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TRAIN

TRAM
BUS”                            Booz Allen Hamilton
· Relieve congestion on N17,  N6, N63 and N18
· Added Value to homes and commercial property.
· More attractive towards inward investment.

· Higher Quality Services provided by 15 railcars, making up 5x3-car sets, would provide 6no. return services between Sligo and Limerick daily
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               0:10
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1:52
      73
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* assuming there is no congestion
Capacity 

· c. 186 seats per train

· Peak Hour ( example; Tuam-Galway)
 07.30 & 08.00 capacities of 2 three-car trains; 372 seated


Present Status of the WRC

While a host of reports have been compiled over the past 25 years on the subject of the Sligo –Limerick railway it was without a doubt the publication of the Strategic Rail Review in 2003 that ignited the present regional and indeed national interest in the scheme. The Strategic Rail Review did not include the Western Rail Corridor in its list of projects recommended for investment.

While attributing a negative NPV to the Scheme described as “Western Corridor (Sligo to Cork)”, the Strategic Rail Review had noted that sensitivity analysis demonstrates that both NPV and BCR will alter significantly if some or all of the assumptions made are changed. 

It is now evident that there are such changes – in costs, benefits, and in the area of utilising non-conventional appraisal techniques.
For Example in the context of Costs;
It is critical to determine an accurate current estimate of  cost of constructing “the missing piece”. 

I have never accepted the interpretation  by some readers of the Strategic Rail Review that this cost was €572m. 
The fact is that this figure includes for instance a new 10 km railway to Shannon Airport and provision to construct the 40 km Ennis-Limerick section which is already completed as well as other costs not associated with the scheme we have in mind. 

I am confident that steps are being taken as we speak to definitively answer this question. 
Secondly in regard to Benefits
In August a report was produced on behalf of the Department of Transport by Goodbody Economic Consultants in association with Atkins, which updates  the 1994 DKM parameter values, including accident costs and value of time. These new values will be applied in the future economic appraisal of transport projects.

And thirdly, in order to overcome the criticism of CBA that it relies heavily on monetary valuations and the alleged omission of factors, such as Balanced Regional Development, for which money valuations are difficult or impossible, the use of a non-conventional economic appraisal table or multi criteria analysis in complement to CBA is often used today. 

This approach enables issues such as environmental and quality of life objectives as well as others as set out below to be addressed.

safety

· accidents; security

efficiency in implementation

· operating position of other PT companies; programme to implementation

accessibility and social inclusion

· employment and residential catchments; severance; access to transport for socially excluded

policy and transport integration

· transport interchange; support to local regional and national plans and objectives; improvement of access to airports; improve accessibility of state; consistency with EU and UN policies

city and regional economy

· balanced regional development; transport efficiency; access to regeneration areas, i.e. CLAR and RAPID; improve accessibility between City Centres; attract investment and encourage growth in Tourism; practicality and public support; minimisation of Construction Disruption; Demonstrate Public Support; Demonstrable Stakeholder Support; Degree of Planning Risk

Ireland is not alone in recognising the shortcomings in conventional CBA and it is becoming increasingly accepted internationally that the full range of benefits are included when assessing the merits of large infrastructure projects. 

While the Strategic Rail Review did not include the WRC in its recommended investment strategy,  the Minister for Transport declined to accept that finding as final. The Minister did however accept the recommendation that a separate detailed evaluation of the WRC with due consideration for its full range of complementary land use potential be undertaken.
WEST=ON=TRACK 
A voluntary group, West on Track, representing communities along the route was established in the wake of the publication of the SRR. 

In January this year, with some assistance from local agencies, West on Track published a report supporting the prospect of reviving the “missing piece” so as to facilitate the introduction of Inter City; Inter-Regional; Commuter and freight train service between Sligo, Mayo, Galway, and Clare, Limerick, Kerry, Cork and Waterford.

A summary of the findings of the West on Track Report which included project costings and financial projections shows:

· This route links 14 western towns, including 3 Gateways and 4 Hubs

· There is a 480,000 catchment population projected to grow to 620,000 by 2016

· 229,000 at work, 55,000 students, 270,000 hospital visits, plus 2.5m tourists

· The report defines what is being sought

· It addresses the question “Why Now?”

· Includes  an interesting range of statistical data

· Costs are estimated based on engineering surveys of the entire route

· Passenger projections are for c500,000 inter-regional & 300,000 Commuters per annum

· Projected revenue will more than cover running costs

· It links  the project to the National Development Plan-which  sets out €477m for public transport in the BMW Region

· Just €155m had been spent in the BMW Region at the Mid Term Review

· While there are vague plans to spend a further sum in the region of €50m during the second half of the NDP, there are specific plans by Iarnrod Eireann to spend the full NDP allocation of c. €2,500m in the S&E Region.

· Draft timetables and a fare matrix were  included.

· Over 100,000 people  have indicated their support for the project.

Following publication of the West On Track Report the Minister for Transport established an Expert Working Group in June last to fully evaluate the potential of the WRC in accordance with the recommendations of both the SRR and WOT reports.

The Minister has charged the Expert Working Group with examining and evaluating all aspects of the Western Rail Corridor proposal, including ;

· the costs and benefits of the proposal; 

· the travel demand that gives rise to the proposal; 

· how such a project might be funded; and where the Corridor stands in the context of not only the Strategic Rail Review, but also the National Spatial Strategy, Regional Planning Guidelines, relevant City and County Development Plans, the submissions such as those from City and County Development Boards; and community groups, such as West On Track; and the current and proposed road investment programmes.

The Expert Working Group, on which I represent City & County Development Boards, is broadly representative and under the Chair of Mr. Pat McCann, CE of the Jurys Doyle Group. The Group expects to report early in the new year.

I believe that the McCann Report will be the basis on which Government will determine the future for the Western Rail Corridor.

References

Booz Allen Hamilton. 2003. Strategic Rail Review. Department of Transport, Republic of Ireland, February. 

http://www.transport.ie/upload/general/3230-0.pdf
Goodbody Economic Consultants in association with Atkins. 2004. Cost Benefit Parameters and Application Rules for Transport Project Appraisal. Department of Transport, Republic of Ireland, August.

http://www.transport.ie/viewitem.asp?id=5830&lang=ENG&loc=397
Strategic Rail Authority.2004. Community Rail Development - A consultation paper on a strategy for Community Railway. February.

http://www.sra.gov.uk/publications/consultation_default
Republic of Ireland. 1999. National Development Plan. Government Stationary Office, Dublin. 

http://www.ndp.ie
West-On-Track. 2004. Western Rail Corridor: Project Costings and Financial Projections. January.

http://www.westontrack.com/news.htm






PAGE  
7
WRC/RIAI/FD/1104


