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The Irish Exporters Association 
The Irish Exporters Association (IEA) is the leading independent representative body and 
voice for exporters based in Ireland. The IEA represents exporters and supply chain operators 
across the country and works at regional, national, and European level, representing its 
members in front of legislators to create a regulatory and legislative framework that 
supports, drives, and fosters Irish exports. 
 
We assist our members to grow their exports to world markets and drive the growth and 
development of all exporting businesses based in Ireland. We provide a set of highly relevant 
business services and products to assist our members with international trade. 
 
The IEA represents the whole spectrum of companies within the export industry including 
SME’s who are beginning to think about exporting for the first time right through to global 
multinational companies who are already extensively exporting from Ireland as well as the 
providers of key services to the sector. The IEA is the connecting force for Irish exporters, 
providing practical knowledge and support across the Island of Ireland and in foreign 
markets.  
 
Overview 
The Island of Ireland has approximately 2,300 kilometres of public rail lines, operated by 
Iarnród Éireann. Translink operates 357 kilometres of the rail network in Northern Ireland. 
There are 199 passenger rail stations on the island, with each of the seven major cities 
serving as a terminus for rail services. The majority of the rail network is single track, and 
the maximum permitted speed on the rail network is 160 kilometres per hour along certain 
lines and 145 kilometres per hour on parts of the Northern Ireland network.  
 
Despite this, Ireland’s rail network suffers from significant deficiencies, including inadequate 
coverage, low service frequencies, and slower speeds compared to similar rail systems. The 
Irish Exporters Association welcome this review, both in identifying the strategic needs 
required for the future development of our all-island rail network, and in highlighting the 
important role rail can play in supporting Irish exporters.   
 
Recommendations 
Passenger numbers on the entire island witnessed a 37 per cent growth from 2011 – 2019. 
Despite the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic, there are positive indications of a quick 
recovery to pre-pandemic levels. In 2022, both Iarnród Éireann and Translink reported 
serving a 70 per cent pre-pandemic demand. With an increase in the passenger business, 
there is a need for more track space. However, this Increased frequency will require more 
maintenance on the track. Often these works are required to be carried out at night, a time 
most frequently used for freight hence freight would be restricted during this time. The IEA 
see the need to upgrade the cross-country rail network to a dual track (and in some areas, 
four-track) configuration and increase service frequencies. This will not only allow for 
increased capacity but also for trains to continue operating when certain tracks are being 
repaired.  
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We believe railway top speeds should be allowed to increase to 200 kilometres per hour (up 
from 160kmh) for commuter and intercity trains. At present, passenger, and freight trains 
travel at different speeds. Allowing freight trains to also increase their speed will increase 
efficiency across the rail network as a whole and reduce travel time from manufacturing 
site to port. Currently freight trains travel at 80 kilometres per hour – we advocate that this 
speed be increased to 115 kilometres per hour.  
 
Manufacturers are increasingly investigating the option of, and we believe will actively seek 
to, use more rail freight in their transportation mix to transport their goods. Whist the All-
Island Strategic Rail Review advocates for a new decarbonisation strategy, many businesses 
have already started their own plan. The future of road transport has been called into 
question with a significant downturn in the availability of HGV drivers. Drivers cannot drive 
more than five hours without taking a break and electric trucks cannot travel the distance 
of conventional fuel trucks.  
 
New rail sections should be developed on congested corridors, and capacity should be added 
to high-conflict areas among intercity, freight and commuter rail services. The IEA believe 
the Claremorris to Athenry, Athenry to Limerick and Limerick to Waterford lines should be 
reopened and sufficiently maintained. Additionally, there is merit in reopening the Waterford 
to Rosslare line. Any level crossings present along these routes can be automated. The IEA 
whole-heartedly support plans to reinstate the Western Rail Corridor and the South Wexford 
Railway.  
 
Both ports at Rosslare and Waterford have rail infrastructure in place with accessible 
distribution centres close by. This is in contrast to other ports in the country that do not 
have these facilities. We believe the State must strengthen rail connectivity to the island’s 
busiest ports. Furthermore, rail connections should also be extended to Dublin, Shannon, 
and Belfast airports to support intermodal freight transportation.  
 
Readily accessible and maintained rail links to our ports are crucial for future economic 
growth. Capacity will prove to be an issue in the near future for certain ports. Others 
currently lack sufficient rail and road infrastructure to accommodate immediate expansion. 
Rosslare Europort is well positioned to become a much more significant port in the future. 
Deep water levels off the coast of Rosslare allow it to facilitate larger vessels with minimal 
disturbance to shipping lines and travel times.  
 
Notably, Rosslare Europort is the only port in the Republic of Ireland capable of facilitating 
the building and assembling of offshore wind farms for installation in the Irish sea. The size 
and scale of materials required for this construction can be transported efficiently by rail 
freight. We risk losing out on a significant development opportunity in relation to offshore 
wind farms if we do not support and invest in Rosslare Europort as an offshore wind hub. 
Failure to do so may result in this opportunity being seized by ports in the UK, where offshore 
wind is already a well-established industry with good supporting infrastructure.  
 
Rail transport offers key advantages such as moving larger containers of bulk freight and is 
particularly suited for longer distance travel. The Irish Exporters Association recognises the 
benefits that rail freight brings in supporting exports, but Ireland has yet to realise its full 
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potential. We need to enhance connections with seaports. We envisage rail network 
connectivity will support in establishing an expansive rail freight network. This provides the 
options and resilience required by modern supply chains.  
 
Developing this network to industrial sites will also be required – double tracking on current 
single-track sections, and dedicated freight paths will also be able to provide competitive 
journey times. These developments should be underpinned by the creation of inland freight 
terminals with multi-modal capacity to provide an effective freight service and as an 
alternative or complement to road haulage. The IEA believe the All-Island Strategic Rail 
Review should take on board the key recommendations of Iarnród Éireann’s Rail Freight 
2040 Strategy in it’s strategic objectives for rail freight.  
 
The IEA welcomes this consultation with cautious optimism. However, the policy and 
regulatory landscape in Ireland have consistently shown an inability to make decisions and 
implement action in an efficient manner on big strategic projects. Ireland’s population will 
inevitably rise in future years. To accommodate this growth, a balanced regional spread of 
services and amenities will be required on the island of Ireland.  
 
The All-Island Strategic Rail Review is unclear on how our rail services will be future proofed 
to accommodate population growth. To realise the full potential of passenger and rail freight, 
the review requires more explanation on how rail services between the Republic of Ireland 
and Northern Ireland will integrate. The quality of road infrastructure varies wildly on this 
island. We also have greater efforts being made by Government to decrease the number of 
vehicles on our roads. Therefore, we need a viable and more sustainable alternative in the 
long term – that could and should be rail.  
 
However, the political will must be present in order for this vision to be realised. The 
recommendations contained our submission will support regional development and will 
support Irish exporters. Ireland’s rail policy dial has failed to move significantly since the 
Government’s Rail Review in 2003. That 20-year-old strategic review failed to consider the 
economic and social impact of rail development. This current review cannot afford to lack 
vision, ambition, and the legitimate desire to expand our rail services.  
 
Conclusion 

The Irish Exporters Association (IEA) would like to thank the Department of Transport for 
the opportunity to feed into its consultation on the All-Island Strategic Rail Review. The IEA 
looks forward to future engagement with the department.  
 
On behalf of the IEA, 
 
Simon McKeever 

 
Chief Executive       Date: 10.10.23 
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