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Chairman, Members of the Committee, 

Along with my colleague, Colin Hedderly, thank you for your invitation to attend today, to 
discuss the topics of flooding at Ballycar and opportunities for heavy rail investment.   

Before I directly address those two issues, I would like to give you a brief snapshot of 
Iarnród Éireann today – our services, and service outlook for the future. 

Our team of over 3,800 colleagues: 

• Maintain a network of 2,200 kilometres 
• Operate 4,300 train services each week 
• Carry almost 900,000 customers each week 
• Operate 144 stations in 23 counties across the country 
• Transport 100 million tonne kilometres of freight by rail 
• Bring 2.3 million tonnes of freight and 900,000 passengers through Rosslare 

Europort annually, for which we are Port Authority 

After an extraordinarily challenging decade, in 2017 we equalled our previous record 
number of customers at 45.5 million, and undoubtedly 2018 will see a new record high. 

Our funding shortfall, while not fully resolved and while the accumulated impact remains, 
has been reduced significantly, and the commitment in the National Development Plan to 
bridge the shortfall completely by 2021 is very welcome to give us the foundation to play 
the fullest role possible in the future. 

We are ambitious for our rail service, for how it can deliver solutions to congestion and 
environmental sustainability for Ireland, and I will address that further as we look at 
opportunities for heavy rail investment. 

 

Ballycar flooding 

As Chief Executive of Iarnród Éireann, as a former District Manager in Limerick whose area 
of responsibility covered the Limerick to Ennis line, and as a Clareman, I am acutely aware of 
the impact of recurring flooding at Ballycar on our customers and our services. 

We are all aware of the unique hydraulic constraints have been identified in the Ballycar 
Lough catchment: 

- The underground section of the Ballycar Lough outlet channel is the main hydraulic 
constraint on the Ballycar Lough drainage system. This restricts outflow and thus 
causes flow backup and flooding in the vicinity of the Lough 

- The Ballycar Lough catchment is a very slow response type catchment. This is due to 
its very mild nature of topography 



- Diversion of the Rosroe Lough catchment flow to the Ballycar Lough catchment 
increased the flows in channels within the Ballycar Lough system. The stream 
channels do not have adequate capacity to deal with this increased flow, and 

- The inadequate capacity of the existing bridge/culverts located at various locations 
on the drainage system also restrict flows. 

 

Without delving too much into history, it should be noted that while the railway line has 
been in existence and operational since 1859, and no flooding was recorded prior to 1930, 
the year after the Rosroe Lough catchment diversion above was undertaken by the Office of 
Public Works. 

The 1930 flooding was the first of seventeen to occur since.  The fact that five of these 
flooding closures have taken place in the past decade illustrates how climatic factors are 
increasing both the frequency and severity of flooding, particularly as the line has been 
raised by 0.7 metres in three separate works programmes between 1984 and 2000. 

The most prolonged flooding event occurred from December 2015 to May 2016, with a peak 
flood level of 1.4 metres over the rail, while the most severe in 2013 saw flooding peak at 
1.9 metres over the rail.  The flooding event earlier this year saw the line close for seven 
weeks from late January. 

In 2011, following engagement with the Department of Transport, Office of Public Works, 
and Clare County Council, we in Iarnród Éireann commissioned a study by RPS to examine 
potential flood alleviation options.  The consultants and Iarnród Éireann worked closely with 
the OPW in particular in undertaking the study. 

The study, which has been provided to the Committee, identified five potential flood 
alleviation options, 1-5, with three flood flow discharge routes A-C. 

The optimum solution which as well as alleviating flooding impacting on the railway line, 
ensures that flooding risks in other areas such as Newmarket on Fergus are not worsened 
was option 1C, namely a 1.5 metre diameter piped culvert, with inflow to and outflow from 
Lough Gash via the existing inflow and outflow stream channels. 

It is Iarnród Éireann’s position that this approach should be pursued jointly with the OPW 
and Clare County Council, and that just as the railway is not the cause of this flooding, the 
solution is one that requires a more holistic approach than a focus on the railway line alone, 
given the potential impact on the wider catchment and the expertise of the agencies 
involved. 

In the absence of progress on this optimum solution, Iarnród Éireann has identified an 
option of track raising which will reduce the probability of line closures. The cost of this 
solution is of the order of €10m and involves raising of the track by 1.2m. However, this 
would not resolve the issue, and would merely reduce the frequency of flood events to 
about a quarter of the current level, and with the length of individual closures reduced.  It is 
therefore not as attractive as the optimum solution outlined above, not to mention the 
potential worsening of flood levels as the impacts of climate change continue. 



 

Opportunities for Heavy rail investment 

Turning to the issue of investment in our rail network, both the National Development Plan 
2018-2027 and National Planning Framework, Ireland 2040, provide for significant rail 
investment and the expansion of our role in meeting the transport needs of Ireland over the 
coming decades. 

While the National Development Plan explicitly details funding of €2 billion over a decade 
for the DART Expansion Programme, this refers to the physical location of these works – the 
benefits of the programme are national and network-wide. 

Put simply, it will allow us operate more trains, with more capacity on all radial routes on 
the national network. 

It includes: 

• Meeting the steady state maintenance and renewal requirements of the network by 
2021 

• Delivery of the National Train Control Centre (NTCC), maximising the capacity and 
performance of the existing network 

• Non-tunnel elements of DART Expansion, including increasing the capacity of key rail 
corridors such as Cherry Orchard to Heuston (benefiting all Heuston Intercity routes) 
and Maynooth (benefiting Sligo line) 

• Improved InterCity journey times to be targeted on Dublin to Belfast, Cork, Limerick 
& Galway routes, with benefits also to Kerry, Westport and Waterford. 

• Enlargement off the rail fleet by 300 carriages, giving network-wide benefit. 

• Further appraisals of projects: Western Rail Corridor (Phases 2 and 3), Cork 
commuter rail and high speed Belfast –Cork, M3 Parkway to Navan line. 

• Investments in Park & Ride facilities, rail station improvements, passenger 
information and accessibility enhancements. 

 

The National Planning Framework is supportive of the above and of further investment.  
However, while it is silent on some aspects of the role of rail, we must stress that we in 
Iarnród Éireann see it as an extremely positive strategy. 

Railways, more than any other form of public transport, rely on critical mass and higher 
density population centres to provide the economic case for investment, and the societal 
benefit.  By developing strong cities to counterbalance Dublin, we ensure that the 
development of railways in Ireland in the future is beyond Dublin-centric commuting, as 
critical as that requirement is. 

 
 
 



As it stands, while our existing network is underfunded, we in Iarnród Éireann must see that 
funding issue resolved before further network expansion can be considered, where 
increases in PSO funding are likely to be required.   
 
While previous studies have shown a weak business case for further regional rail lines to be 
opened, the renewed studies under the NDP will definitively establish the position under 
the current Department of Finance investment guidelines. 
 
In the meantime, nothing will occur which will prevent future development of railway lines 
should the business case support it.  This brings me to the issue of Greenways, which are the 
source of considerable debate in many parts of the country. 
 
Our position is that where there is no realistic medium term likelihood of a rail line being 
reopened, Greenways help protect the rail alignment from encroachment and adverse 
possession, while providing a public amenity on otherwise unused alignments.  In every case 
where we, with CIÉ Property, issue a licence for the operation of Greenways on disused 
alignments it is with the explicit provision that the alignment would revert to us should a 
decision be made to invest in the reinstatement of a railway. 
 

Conclusion 

I have outlined our position for you on the items on the agenda, and welcome your 
questions on these issues. 


