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1. Irish Maritime Development Office

The Irish Maritime Development Office (IMDO) has a statutory mandate to promote and develop the 

maritime industry in Ireland.  The IMDO is a dedicated development agency for the shipping and shipping 

services sector and operates under the auspices of the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 

(DTTAS).  The IMDO’s statutory mandate requires it to:  

a) Promote and assist the development of Irish shipping and Irish shipping services

b) Advise the Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport on the development and co-ordination of

maritime transport policy

c) Carry out such policies, as may be specified by the Minister or the DTTAS, relating to shipping,

ports and related services

The IMDO has published a number of recent studies and reports pertaining to important maritime 

industry issues. These include an annual report, the Irish Maritime Transport Economist, which is a 

comprehensive analysis of annual maritime trade,  a Study on the Implications of Brexit on the Use of the 

UK Landbridge,1 and a feasibility study on the Development of Alternative Fuels Infrastructure in Irish 

Ports2.  

2. Introduction
Ireland relies more heavily on maritime transport than most of its trading partners, with more that 90% 

of merchandise trade being carried by sea.   Maritime transport is divided into three modes - Bulk, Lift-

on/Lift-off (Lo/Lo) and Roll-on/Roll-off (Ro/Ro), which are explained in greater detail below.   Although all 

modes have been affected by the Covid-19 pandemic, the Ro/Ro sector has been more adversely affected 

than the others, particularly those shipping companies that carry both passengers and freight (RoPax 

Services).  

 Since the introduction of travel restrictions in March 2020, passenger volumes have fallen by in excess of 

90% and freight volumes by in excess of 20%.  The corresponding reduction in revenues has undermined 

the viability of RoPax services and resulted in the introduction of Public Service Agreements (PSAs) by 

DTTAS in April 2020, to secure the most vulnerable services between Ireland and southern Wales and 

1 Breen, B., Brewster, P., O’ Driscoll, C., Tsakiridis, A., (2018) The Implications of Brexit on the Use of the 
Landbridge, Dublin: Irish Maritime Development Office. 
2 Fallen Bailey, D., Lacey, L.., Brewster, B (2019)., The Development of Alternative Fuel Infrastructure in Irish Ports - 
A Feasibility Study, Dublin: Irish Maritime Development Office  
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between Ireland and continental Europe.  PSAs have not been put in place on busier routes, although their 

volumes have also been affected by travel restrictions. 

RoPax operators generate as much as 55% of their revenues from the tourism market, and without 

tourism, are not sustainable in the longer term, as currently configured.  Other modes of maritime 

transport are not exposed in this way.   The problems that currently exist for RoPax operators cannot be 

resolved, without some restoration of tourism traffic on the affected routes. 

This submission argues that there should be a relaxation of travel restrictions as they relate to ferry travel, 

at the earliest possible juncture.  In any event, a roadmap and timeframe for the restoration of tourism 

on ferries should be agreed immediately, so that ferry companies affected by the restrictions can manage 

their financial and operational affairs effectively.  

 

 

3. Description of shipping industry in Ireland – companies, industry structure, market 

shares 

 
Bulk 

Bulk cargo has three subcategories; Liquid Bulk, Dry Bulk and Break Bulk. 3 Figure 1 below provides the 

annual average tonnage across each market segment between 2014 and 2019.  

 

Figure 1:  Bulk Cargo by Category 

Average Annual Bulk Tonnage 2014 - 20194 

  Break Liquid Dry Total 

  Tonnes (millions) 

Ireland  1.5 11.1 16.1 28.7 

Northern Ireland 0.8 2.9 8.4 12.1 

 

In 2019, Ireland’s Tier 1 ports, Shannon Foynes, Cork and Dublin accounted for 80% of combined bulk 

traffic.  Figure 2 below, shows that market share of bulk traffic by port, for 2019.  

 

 
3 Bulk: Involves loose, non-containerised cargo stowed directly into a ship’s hold. Commodities such as timber, steel 
products, machinery and general project cargo make up the majority of break bulk cargo.  
Dry Bulk: Includes animal feed, iron ore, coal, fertilizer, cement, bauxite and alumina. This market segment can be 
particularly affected by adverse or mild weather conditions during the course of a year. 
Liquid Bulk: Liquid fuels that range from petrol for cars to crude oil or liquefied natural gas. Stored and transported 
in tanker vessels. 
4 For the purposes of this submission, Ireland refers to the Republic of Ireland.  
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Figure 2:  Bulk Traffic Shares by Port 

 

 

Lo/Lo 

Lo/Lo traffic is measured in Twenty Foot Equivalent Units (TEU’s), where 1 TEU is equivalent to approx. 10 

tonnes.  Lo/Lo volumes in Ireland have trended upwards since 2014 (See Figure 3), averaging 7% growth 

per annum during that time.  In 2019, over 1 million TEU’s were moved through Irish ports for the first 

time since 2008.  

Lo/Lo trade is mostly carried on direct routes from Ireland to continental Europe, mainly to/from large 

European hub ports such as Rotterdam, Zeebrugge, and Antwerp.  Trade on these services does not make 

use of the UK Landridge, which is a shorter and faster route to continental markets.  Dublin, Cork and 

Waterford are the three main Lo/Lo ports in Ireland.  In 2019, Dublin accounted for 73% of all Lo/Lo trade, 

Cork 23% and Waterford 5%.  

The Lo/Lo sector carries mostly finished goods, further along the supply chain than the raw materials of 

the bulk markets. Such goods include high street and retail items as well as intermediate goods that may 

have value added while in Ireland, but do not fall into the category of raw material.  
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Figure 3:  Lo/Lo Traffic 2008 - 2019 

 

 

 

Ro/Ro  

The Ro/Ro market comprises services for freight customers and well as those that combine passengers 

and freight (RoPax services). Ro/Ro vessels facilitate unaccompanied (driverless) trailers and driver 

accompanied HGV’s.   RoPax vessels also accommodate significant volumes of car and foot passenger 

traffic. Ro/Ro freight traffic is measured in Ro/Ro units, where 1 unit is approximately equivalent to 14 

tonnes. Like the Lo/Lo sector, the Ro/Ro sector carries mostly finished goods. These goods include fresh 

food and beverages as well as high street and retail items and are typically higher in value and more time 

sensitive than the goods that move on other modes.  

Ro/Ro Freight 

Between 2014 – 2019, an average of 1 million Ro/Ro units passed through Irish ports each year. These 

volumes have grown by an average of 5% each year during that time. In 2019, volumes reached 1.2 million 

units through Irish ports. In 2019, 89% of this volume passed through Dublin Port, 10% through Rosslare 

Europort and 0.5% through Port of Cork.  
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Six shipping companies service the Ro/Ro market; Irish Ferries, Stena Line, Brittany Ferries, Seatruck 

Ferries, CLdN, and P&O Ferries.  

There are four main ferry routes or corridors to and from the island of Ireland; The Central, Southern, 

Northern and Continental Corridors.5 Figure 5 below illustrates the percentage share of each corridor over 

the last six years. 

Figure 5:  Ro/Ro market Share by Corridor (2014-2019) 

 

 

Passengers  

Roughly 4.2 million passengers passed through ports on the island of Ireland in 2019. This represents a 

3% increase compared to 2018, equivalent to 122,000 additional passengers. Approximately 2.5 million 

passengers passed through Dublin Port, Rosslare Europort and Port of Cork, an increase of 4% over 2018.  

Figure 6 illustrates each port’s share of 2019 all-island tourism market.  Dublin and Belfast account for 

three quarters of this market when combined. Overall, 58% of passenger traffic to and from the island of 

Ireland passes through Irish ports, while Northern Irish ports account for 42%.  
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Figure 6:  Tourism Share by Port 

 

 

Figure 7 illustrates passenger traffic to and from the island of Ireland, broken down by shipping 

corridor.6  Passenger routes between Irish and UK ports account for half of all passenger traffic.  

Figure 7: Tourist Passenger Share by Route Corridor 2019 
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4.  Impacts of COVID 19 on the Maritime Transport Industry in Ireland 
 

Ro/Ro  

The COVID-19 pandemic has brought a halt to the consistent and robust quarterly growth that has been 

evident in the Ro/Ro sector since 20147. Figure 9 below illustrates the disparity between weekly Ro/Ro 

freight totals during the pandemic period and average weekly volumes for the same period in 2019 

(Weeks 14 – 22 cover the period from 30th March to 31st May).   

Between weeks 14 and 19, weekly Ro/Ro volumes averaged 16,300 units, representing a 27% (or circa 

6,000 freight vehicles) decline on average weekly volumes during the same period in 2019.  The sector 

has experienced an improvement from Week 20 however, which is the week prior to the Phase 1 lifting 

of restrictions in Ireland, which saw some retail outlets reopen and construction activity increase. Volumes 

have averaged 18,400 units per week between Week 20 and 22, equivalent to a decline of 18% compared 

to 2019.  

 

Figure 9:  Impact of Covid-19 on Ro/Ro Freight Volumes 

 

 

 

 

 

 
7 See Section 2 above: The Ro/Ro sector carries mostly finished goods, further along the supply chain than the raw 
materials of the bulk markets. These goods include fresh food and beverages as well as high street and retail items. 
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Figure 10 disaggregates the volume decline to illustrate the relative impact on each Ro/Ro ferry route. As 

with Figure 9, the trend of consistent declines of roughly 30% between Weeks 14 and 19, with a marked 

improvement from Week 20 onwards is also reflected in Figure 10.  Between Weeks 14 and 19, the 

Southern corridor (Rosslare – GB) suffered the largest declines of 32% per week on average. This included 

the largest one-week decline of 40% which occurred over the Easter period (Week 16). Over the same 

period, the Central corridor averaged a decline of 30% each week, while the Continental Corridor averaged 

14%8.  

From Week 20 to 22, volumes on all three routes have improved – although they still remain at 

significantly depressed levels compared to 2019. Over this period, the Southern Corridor has averaged a 

decline of 17%, the Central Corridor has averaged a 20% decline while the Continental Corridor has 

averaged a 9% decline compared to 2019 averages.  

Figure 10:  

 

 

Passengers 

Similar to the aviation sector, the ferry passenger market has been decimated by the travel restrictions 

both domestically and internationally.  Figure 11 illustrates the scale of the decline, which has averaged 

95% each week, since travel restrictions were introduced. The Southern corridor has been the worst 

affected, but by a very small margin.  

 
8 It should be noted that the continental corridor has a more diverse set of routes that fluctuate in volume more 
often.  
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There has also been a slight increase in passenger numbers which coincides with the improvement in the 

Ro/Ro market and the Phase 1 lifting of restrictions.  This is in no way indicative of an increase is not driven 

by tourism, but associated with increased business activity and the movement of essential workers. 

Currently, an average of 3,500 passengers pass through Irish ports each week. This average rose to 5,500 

for Weeks 20 – 22. This is in comparison with an average of 54,700 passengers each week throughout 

Q2 2019, 60% of whom travelled on the Central Corridor (Dublin – GB).  

 

Figure 11: Decline in Passenger Volumes 

 

 

Lo/Lo 

Overall, the Lo/Lo market has declined by approx. 15% due to pandemic restrictions at home and abroad. 

From consultations the IMDO has had with industry contacts, it is understood that intra-EU Lo/Lo trade 

has performed better than Deep Sea Lo/Lo trade, i.e. extra-EU Lo/Lo traffic. The former has declined by 

approx. 10% while the latter has fallen by roughly 20%.  

Bulk  

Dry Bulk  

Agricultural commodities such as fertilizers, molasses and animal feeds have remained largely unaffected 

by the COVID-19 pandemic and accompanying restrictions. However, volumes of these commodities are 

intrinsically to Irish farm revenues. Beef and dairy farms are expected to experience declines in revenue 

that are driven by the pandemic. Specifically, lower milk gate prices in March and April and fewer beef 

sales due to declines in the hospitality sector will have negatively impacted the industry. Consequently, 

volumes of accompanying agricultural commodities will likely come under pressure.  
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Liquid Bulk  

In the bulk markets, the liquid bulk cargo sector has been experienced the largest declines due to COVID-

19 restrictions. Volumes of Liquid fuel for road transport have been severely diminished due to the 2km 

and 5km travel restrictions.  Demand for aviation fuel at Irish airports has also fallen sharply.  

Break Bulk  

Volumes construction materials such as timer, steel and cement through Irish ports also declined 

significantly, due to both domestic and international restrictions. This has improved since Phase 1 of the 

Government’s roadmap was implemented, which allowed some construction activity to recommence. 

These volumes have also been positively affected by the lifting of restrictions in other European countries.  

 

5.  Conclusions and Recommendation 
• The information provided in this submission illustrates that the RoPax sector of the Irish maritime 

industry has been adversely affected by the introduction of travel restrictions.  These restrictions 

have had the effect of curtailing tourism and by reducing demand in in the Irish economy, have 

caused a reduction in freight volumes.   

• Travel restrictions, including the requirement to self-isolate for two weeks when entering the 

country, have undermined the viability of the shipping companies affected. 

• The uncertainty about when the travel restrictions might be lifted exacerbate the problems faced 

by the affected companies because it limits their ability to effectively manage their financial and 

operational affairs. 

• The RoPax operators, collectively, have put forward a comprehensive proposal to DTTAS, as to 

how they would manage and implement Public Health Guidelines on board their vessels and have 

exhibited a willingness to take all reasonable measures to meet the Guidelines. 

• Since the maintenance of RoPax services is of strategic national importance, given the volume and 

composition of the freight carried,  and the not inconsiderable contribution that such services 

make to the tourism industry,  we recommend that travel restrictions be lifted at the earliest 

opportunity, and in any event, a clear roadmap and timeframe for the reopening of tourism be 

agreed with RoPax operators, to allow them manage their affairs and mitigate the adverse effects 

of the current travel restrictions. 

 

 

Liam Lacey 

Director - Irish Maritime Development Office 

5 June 2020 
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