
Ms Aileen Fallon 
Clerk to the Committee (Work Programme) 
Special Committee on Covid-19 Response  

Leinster house  
Dublin 2 
D02 XR20  

29th May 2020 

Re: Invitation to Make Written Submission 

Dear Aileen, 

Please find attached submission from the NBRU to the Special Committee on Covid-19 
Response.  

The submission is laid out in Executive Summary format and contains our views on the 
matters that were set out in your correspondence to my office, with a particular emphasis 
and focus on the topic of ‘Facilitating people returning to work using Public Transport’ 

Any quires or additional information that you or the Committee might require can be 
facilitated through my office.  

My direct contact details are as follows: 

oleary.dermot@gmail.com 

Mobile: 0871956300  
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Covid-19 Travel Restrictions Ireland Executive Summary 

1. The economic and social landscape changed dramatically in Ireland with the 

onset of Covid-19. Our current day to day activities as they relate to how we 

work and socialise can at best, be described as transitory and whilst the guiding 

principle must be the protection of our Citizens, we must plan a return to work, 

school and recreation in a way that needs to find its ‘new normal.’ 

 

2. The National Bus and Rail Union is keenly aware of the strategic importance of 

Public Transport in any ‘new normal.’ However, the implications for how the 

various transport modes will be practically affected as regards to their future 

operation is one of the many conundrums facing us as a society.  

 

3. The mitigating measures that are currently in situ, in particular the capacity 

constraints across our transport system are such that a return to some 

semblance of normality will, at the very least, be extremely challenging.  

 

4. The demands on public transport pre- Covid had capacity stretched to the limit, 

buses and trains were practically ‘bursting at the seams,’ with the traditional 

peak periods in the morning and evening being the most problematic. The 

challenge that Covid has presented is: how do we cater for the mass 

movement of our Citizens in a social distancing dominated environment?   

 

5. Striking a balance between medical/scientific advices and the necessity to 

getting our Country moving (literally) again is one that is fraught with 

complications, a case perhaps of, your dammed if you do and dammed if you 

don’t.  

 

6. But that is where leadership is required, not a leadership of one person, or one 

group, institution, authority, agency, Government department, or even of 

Government itself. What is required is a form of social solidarity, a social 

contract if you will, one which bestows both a parity of esteem to all 

Stakeholders and one of a collective ownership of the vital decisions that are 

now required.   
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7. One such decision has perhaps, been already forced upon us when it comes to 

public transport: we cannot expect that we can return to a situation where the 

morning or evening peak bus, train or tram is full beyond capacity. It is 

important to understand that the NBRU is advancing this position regardless of 

where the debate on social distancing measurement eventually rests, i.e. 2-

metre, 1-metre, or is removed altogether on advice. Simply put, we cannot have 

a return to our old commuting habits.  

 

8. New behavioral patterns must be adopted, no more standing on buses, trains 

and trams will have to find a ‘new’ way of accommodating some standees, but 

not a return to sardine like scenes that was the peak-time norm pre-Covid, a 

second wave of Covid-19 would wreak havoc on tightly packed transport.  

Measures adopted as we move through the five phases of lockdown easement 

must come with virus-proofing as our guiding principle. Covid has clearly 

demonstrated that our ‘old’ behavioural patterns are (were) primed to make us 

susceptible to any other virus that may appear in the future.  

 

9. The issue of Facemasks and the absolute requirement to make Face coverings 

mandatory across public transport is an issue that the Committee needs to 

address as a matter of urgency.  We simply cannot move through the 

lockdown easement phases without ‘laying an egg’ on this future transport 

provision defining decision being made sooner rather than later.  

 

10. We need to look at how we can cater for a return (albeit incrementally) to large 

volumes of people travelling on public transport. We cannot return to the 

morning/evening peak that was the old norm.  

 

11. Whilst congestion was one of the many ills that we were, as a society, 

attempting to grapple with pre-Covid, the ‘lockdown’ crisis has demonstrated 

what can be achieved in terms of decongesting our Cities and Urban centres. 

We just cannot allow the private car to supplant our bus, train and tram travel 

patterns.  

 

12. We need to find a way of elongating the periods for essential 

work/school/college/economic/social travel. We simply cannot expect that all 
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Schools, Colleges, Workplaces, Retail and Recreation will just revert to the 

pre-Covid opening and closing times. It just will not be practical to do so. 

 

13. We need to look at the prospect of moving towards 24 hour economic/social 

activity, where businesses can open and trade through the night.  

 
• Regulation/Protocols for self- isolation for travelers entering Ireland and 

enforcement of restrictions. 

• Travel Restrictions for Irish Passengers exiting Ireland 

• Provision and measures at airports/airplanes/ports/ferries; with specific 

regard to testing. 

• Cross Border travel in Ireland and travel between Ireland and UK. 

• Removing restrictions/Co-ordination with other EU member states. 

 

14. Whilst our submission to the committee will concentrate largely on the issue of 

‘facilitating people getting to work using public transport’ and our view on how 

this can be achieved, we will offer a brief opinion on those other issues (above) 

which the Committee have been tasked with considering. 

 

15. The issue that concerns the NBRU regarding the necessity for travelers entering 

Ireland is the notion that those same travelers that are being asked to self-

isolate can, it would appear, travel on public transport with impunity from our 

Airports/Ferry Ports to their choice of self-isolation location as indicated in their 

Passenger Locator Form.  

 

16. Added to the confusion which will (is currently) obtain, is the fact that a number 

of personnel that work in the Air and Ferry ports themselves use public transport 

to commute to and from work.  

 

17. The potential for frontline transport staff/commuter conflict will be heightened 

as a consequence of a policy which on one hand seeks to ensure that people 

entering Ireland self-isolate, whilst on the other hand appearing to be free to use 

public transport to get them to their choice of location.  
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18. The Committee will need to assess how this issue may be addressed, certainly 

the Mandatory/Compulsory wearing of Facemasks (coverings) will need to be 

included in the debate.   

 

19. Yet another anomaly which may create confusion is the fact that public 

transport, buses and trains, are operating cross-border between the Republic 

and Northern Ireland. How does the self-isolation rules apply here, can a Citizen 

of the UK fly or sail to Northern Ireland and simply board a bus or train to the 

Republic?  

 

20. The issue of travel restrictions on Irish passengers exiting Ireland has to-date 

been, by and large, dictated by advices issued by the Department of Foreign 

Affairs and by the fact that most of the Countries in Europe and beyond had 

restrictions in place with regard to travel.  

 

21. The relaxation of restrictions on Irish Citizens exiting Ireland, the relaxation of 

self-isolating rules on entry, removing restrictions and co-ordination with other 

EU member States, along with Cross Border in Ireland and the Common Travel 

Area appear to be all bound up in how we can balance our economic and social 

relationships with Europe and the Rest of the World and how we can assure our 

Citizenry that all reasonable measures are in place to offset the risk of Covid, or 

indeed any other virus that may emerge.  

 

22. Ireland, as an open economy, cannot afford to be an outlier in terms of placing 

restrictions on travel, entry or exit, we cannot allow ourselves to be at a 

competitive disadvantage as we emerge from the Covid imposed restrictions. In 

a nutshell, the easing of restrictions will, sooner rather than later, have to be 

conducted in a manner which will see cohesion across the EU and beyond.  

 

23. Some of the measures being suggested in public discourse on 

reducing/eliminating restrictions include instant result testing (should one 

become available), temperature testing and again, the Mandatory/Compulsory 

wearing of Face Coverings.  
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Facilitating people getting to work using public transport; 

 

• Pre-Covid-19 patterns and statistics 

• Protection of Commuters and Frontline Staff  

• Social Distancing/Capacity Constraints 

• Elongating travel patterns 

• 24 Hour Economy  

 

 

  

24. Prior to the onset of the Coronavirus in February 2020 public transport was 

experiencing significant capacity issues across the various modes, with reports of 

peak-time buses and trains practically ‘bursting at the seams.’ Many commuters 

were unable to access their bus or train of choice and were being left to wait on 

the next service. 

 

 

25. According to NTA data 13% of all journeys occurred between the hours of 07.00 

and 07.59, the traditional morning peak, while 33% of all public transport daily 

journeys took place between 14.00 hours and 18.00 hours.  

 

26. The latest data from Transport Infrastructure Ireland on passenger trends show 

that 290 million passengers travelled by Public Transport in 2019.  

 
 

Dublin 

Bus 

Go-

Ahead 

Ireland 

All 

Dublin 

area bus 

Bus 

Éireann 

Iarnród 

Éireann 

Luas TOTAL TOTAL 

ANNUAL 

GROWTH % 

2010     117.05 29.13 38.23 27.53 211.94 
 

2011     115.05 28.48 37.38 29.10 210.01 -0.91 

2012     113.28 28.63 36.74 29.32 207.97 -0.97 

2013     112.49 28.64 36.74 30.51 208.38 0.20 

2014     116.26 29.69 37.80 32.61 216.36 3.83 

2015     119.80 30.23 39.66 34.60 224.29 3.67 

2016     125.30 32.10 42.80 34.10 234.30 4.46 

2017     136.30 31.1020

19’s  

45.50 37.60 250.50 6.91 

2018 140.00 1.33 141.33 35.50 48.00 41.80 266.63 6.44 

2019 138.00 13.90 151.90 40.40 50.00 48.10 290.40 8.91 
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Annual 

growth 

(m) 

    10.57 4.90 2.00 6.30 23.77 
 

Annual 

growth 

(%) 

    7.48 13.80 4.17 15.07 8.91   

Data from TII  

 

27. From the low point of the recession there has been a 29% increase in Public 

Transport patronage, from 211.94 million journeys in 2010 to 290.4 million 

journeys in 2019, with evidence that the numbers were increasing. Iarnrod 

Eireann had set a target of 75m passenger journeys by 2025 (75/25) 

 

 

Facemasks 

 

28. Before going on to outline some examples of the potential capacity on our 

different modes of public transport, I wish to convey a very clear and simple 

request to the Committee, do not leave those of us that represent transport 

workers in a position where we, on their behalf, have to make a decision on 

whether commuters are allowed to use public transport on the basis of wearing 

Face coverings or not.  

 

29.  I mentioned social solidarity and a social contract in the Executive Summary 

(above), I did so with regard to the type of decisions that need to be grappled 

with in order to get the Citizenry back on the move. The wearing of Face 

coverings is one such decision.  

 

30. Over fifty Countries Worldwide now have a Mandatory/Compulsory Face 

covering policy in place, significantly not all of those Countries are in Asia where 

we are used to seeing mask wearing as almost a way of life. The Czech Republic, 

Bosnia Herzegovina, Slovakia, Austria, Turkey, Poland, Luxemburg, Germany and 

Spain all have a Mandatory Face coverings policy, in fact, France and Belgium 

issue fines to those that do not wear Face coverings on public transport. 

 

          I trust that you will give this issue your utmost consideration. 
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Capacity  

 

31. Any debate on ‘facilitating people getting back to work using public transport’ 

will inevitably revolve around protection for commuters and frontline transport 

workers, with Social Distancing being a dominant factor.  

 

32. 33. I would respectfully suggest that a lot of the commentary is narrow in its 

focus, all eyes appearing to be on the 8th June, or perhaps July 20th.  

 

33. The ongoing debate on Social Distancing, i.e. should it be 2-metre or 1-metre, or 

removed altogether, may be interesting for some observers, but the reality as it 

applies to public transport lies in how we, as a Country, intend to facilitate the 

mass movement of people in a post Covid-19 era (remember, the final Phase of 

reopening is just over ten-weeks away!).  

 

34. Indeed, opinion abroad would have it that reopening our economy will be 

significantly more difficult than locking it down.  

 

35. The 2-metre social distancing rule has seen the capacity of public transport 

reduced by approximately 80%. If one transposes the social distancing capacities 

onto the 2019 figures, the entire network would only be capable of carrying 

approximately 20% of the number of passengers (290m) that used public 

transport in 2019, i.e. 58 million journeys.  

           Cleary this would not be sustainable from an economic and climatic standpoint. 

 

36. In the situation where the social distancing guide lines are relaxed, the numbers 

on buses, trains and trams might be increased to a level where customers may 

conceivably sit side by side on buses and trains, however, standing packed in the 

aisles shoulder to shoulder cannot, nor should not return.   

 

37. The SG type Double Deck bus, of which there is nearly 660 in service, with Dublin 

Bus (500) and Go-Ahead (160) usually convey 91 persons with standees but has a 

seating capacity of 67. No standees on those buses will lead to a 26% reduction 
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in capacity. The remainder of the Dublin Bus Fleet and the Double Deck City 

Buses in Bus Eireann have similar capacities.  

 

38. Whilst the figures we are using would apply to bus journeys, we are, for 

demonstration purposes, also using a similar capacity reduction for trains and 

trams. A 26% reduction in train/tram capacity would not totally eliminate 

standing, given that these vehicles were designed to cater for a number of 

standees, though not the ‘sardine’ like standing we were witnessing pre-Covid.  

 

39. The capacity issues on Iarnrod Eireann Dart and suburban trains were well 

documented in advance of Covid, with a particular emphasis across the media 

last year on the decision not to refurbish a number of what are known in the 

industry as the 2700 type Rail Car sets currently in ‘cold storage’ in a number of 

Iarnrod Eireann locations. The extra capacity that would have been available had 

the opposite decision been made, would have assisted towards more 

commuters being able to access trains then will be the case with a reduced 

capacity on our existing trains.  

 

40. A salient reminder of how ‘bad’ the capacity issues on our trains had become 

pre-Covid was outlined in an article in the Irish Mirror on January 9th this year, 

where it reported that ‘at least’ two people collapsed on morning commute on 

overcrowded Irish Rail trains in Dublin.  

 
41. https://www.irishmirror.ie/news/irish-news/irish-rail-dublin-dart-commute-21244470 

  

 

42. The 290.4 million passenger journeys from the NTA chart above represents total 

public transport usage.  

 

43. Of those journeys, the NTA figures state that 46% of those journeys was during 

peak hours, equating to approximately 134m passenger journeys.  

 

44. If one assumes that sufficient capacity existed (it didn’t) to carry pre-coronavirus 

numbers and we apply the 26% capacity reduction (referenced above) across the 

peak numbers, i.e. 46% of 290.4m passenger journeys equating to 133.58m 

journeys, then we are left with a scenario where approximately 35m passenger 
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journeys (26% of 133.58m) would not be accommodated on public transport at 

the traditional peak times of morning and evening.  

 

45. Whilst the foregoing is designed for illustrative purposes (a detailed survey of 

the entire rolling stock and ‘new’ potential maximum capacities will be 

required), the question that the example poses is: how can we accommodate 

those 35 million passenger journeys in a new capacity constrained public 

transport system?  

 

46. It is not simply not tenable to think or suggest that we could shift 35 million 

passenger journeys to the private car. The TomTom traffic index of 416 cities in 

57 countries ranks Dublin as the 17th most congested city on the globe. Cork 

ranks at number 70.  

 

47. An IGEES Report commissioned by the Department of Transport, Tourism and 

Sport in 2017 put the cost of congestion in the GDA alone at €358 million per 

year.  

 

48. The Minister for Communications, Climate Action and Environment told RTE in 

May 2019 that the cost to Ireland to purchase carbon credits for failing to meet 

its 2020 targets was approximately €150 million. 

 

 

49. Bus vehicle km in 2017 was 185.2m kilometres from a total of 48.8bn vehicle 

driven kms, with the private car responsible for 37.2bn kms. 

 

50. We should be striving to ‘eat into’ the private car total (above) we cannot afford, 

as a Society, to regress. 

 

 

 Staggering opening/closing times for work and school 

 

51. Sustained long term investment in Public Transport may ultimately resolve the 

issue of capacity, but in the short term we must take actions to move those 
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capacity constrained 35 million (approx.) annual trips from the traditional peak 

to other times. 

 

52. The majority of education in Ireland commences around 09.00am. Without 

prejudice to inclusive Stakeholder social dialogue, staggered opening/closing has 

the potential to extend the traditional peak strain on public transport.  

           For example:  

▪ Primary schools to commence at 09.00am 

▪ Second level institutions to commence at 10.00am 

▪ Third level colleges and universities to schedule classes to start at 11.00am, the 

move towards online tutorials will also assist. 

 

53.  Staggering opening/closing times would extend the morning peak by 2 hours 

and consequently elongate the evening peak. 

 

54. If similar criteria were applied to those industries or undertakings in 

Manufacturing, Retail, Public Services, then one could imagine how we could 

start a shift towards the equalisation of travel patterns across the clockface. The 

services industry (e.g. Cafes, Restaurants, Shops) which relies on the 

opening/closing times for its own business model would also need to adapt.  

 

Working from home  

 

55. The Coronavirus resulted in thousands of people switching to remote working 

over a very short space of time. Whilst some undoubtably faced challenges like 

time management issues, lack of appropriate work space, broadband quality to 

name but a few, the benefits to the individual and the Country as a whole, were 

highlighted as to having considerable merit in any debate around the 

requirement for people to commute Monday to Friday to their place of work.  

 

56. From the obvious savings in travel costs for the individual to the reduction in 

congestion, 17% reduction in Global Carbon emissions since the virus hit.  

 

57. If Government was to incentivise homeworking, both for employers and 

employees who opt in, the possibility exists of creating permanent behavioral 
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and modal shifts that would reduce the number of cars on the road and create 

some headroom on the Public Transport network.  

 

58. The concept of a tax credit for the individual is something worth consideration. 

 

59. Business loans and grants to assist with set up costs could be made available to 

those employers who have the ability to operate with employees working from 

home.  

 

60. Workers would get more quality time at home, have greater disposable incomes 

and more time to spend it. In the long term, society, would be the real winner as 

pollution and congestion would decrease; public transport usage would increase 

in conjunction with Capital investment in transport infrastructure.  

 

61. For those that would question the cost of these Tax and Business incentives? We 

would refer to the point made earlier in relation to the cost of congestion in the 

GDA alone of circa €358m. 

 

 

24 Hour Economy 

 

62. Another new reality that has become evident since the onset of the Coronavirus 

has been queuing for a myriad of services.  

63. We have witnessed long lines at supermarkets and other outlets due to safety 

constraints that have been imposed by social distancing. Like public transport, 

these measures are likely to be with us for for some time to come. Is there a 

solution? 

 

64. Extending Public Transport to a 24 hours operating cycle may have the potential 

to assist towards creating the environment for a 24 hours society. 

 

65. A 2019 report by the Greater London Authority titled “London at Night; an 

evidence base for a 24-hour city” creates strong arguments for a 24 hours 

society. 
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66. The 2019 Report of the night time commission (established by the Mayor of 

London) recommended establishment of Night Time Enterprise Zones, and 

Transport working group to expand 24-hour transport services. It also 

recommended setting up a working group to examine extending opening hours 

across every industry. 

 

           Could we, in the wake of Covid-19, look at something similar?  

 

67.  At a time when the challenges of how we restore normal economic/social 

activity are taxing the minds of a wide range of Stakeholders, nothing should be 

ruled out.  

 

68.  The NBRU is advocating the establishment of an ‘Ireland Night Time 

Commission’ to look at how we might sustain and grow economic/social activity 

across the 24-hour cycle.  

 

69. Finally, I wish to record my appreciation to the Committee for inviting the NBRU 

to make a submission on the topic of Travel Restrictions.  

 

 

 

Dermot O’Leary 

General Secretary 
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