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1. POTENTIAL IMPACT OF INCREASED RAIL FREIGHT ON N24 
CORRIDOR

1.1 Introduction

1.1.1 The purpose of this technical note is to provide a high level assessment of the potential 
impact an increase in rail freight along the Limerick to Waterford railway line would have 
on existing, and forecast, Heavy Commercial Vehicle (HCV) traffic levels along the N24 
corridor. 

1.2 Policy and Strategy Review

1.2.1 The public consultation for the All Island Strategic Rail Review (Nov 2021) set out a policy 
opportunity for “Strong Economies” which included acknowledgment of the economic 
potential of regional rail corridors for efficient freight movements in Ireland. Opportunity 
for improvements were, however, primarily focussed on the Dublin area. This review is 
not published as of yet. 

1.2.2 Ireland’s Road Haulage Strategy 2022–2031 also references the All Island Strategic Rail 
Review with regard to rail freight. Any outcomes from the All Island Strategic Rail Review 
may impact on the Road Haulage Strategy. 

1.2.3 The Government of Ireland’s National Investment Framework for Transport Infrastructure 
(Dec 2021) states that the possibility of “increased use of the rail network by freight” 
should be examined. The European Commission Green Deal Policy includes ambitious 
targets for 75% of inland road freight to eventually move onto rail or inland waterways. 

1.2.4 Irish Rail’s “Rail Freight 2040 Strategy” (Dec 2021) sets out how Irish Rail propose to 
increase the rail network’s “connectivity with Ireland’s Tier 1 Ports” and provide a 
“network of intermodal terminals…nationally”. Infrastructure improvements will include 
reconnecting Shannon Foynes Port (due to be completed in 2025) to the rail network and 
development of a Strategic Freight Terminal at Limerick Junction. 

1.2.5 Both of these rail freight infrastructure improvements have the potential to impact HCV 
traffic levels on the N24 corridor.  Reconnecting the Shannon Foynes Port may result in a 
small reduction in HCV volumes on N24 through road freight trips switching to rail.  
However, the impact of a Strategic Freight Terminal at Limerick Junction may increase 
HCV trips with the terminal acting as a focal point for HCV movements accessing the 
terminal that may otherwise have used alternative routes as part of their journey.

1.3 Existing Rail Freight

1.3.1 The Iarnród Éireann 2030 Rail Network Strategy Review (2011) estimates that rail freight 
currently accounts for less than 1% of all freight traffic in Ireland. The report finds that, in 
general, the potential for rail freight in Ireland is limited for the following reasons:

 Rail transport is best suited to the transport of bulky raw materials over long 
distances. Recent growth in rail freight in Europe has been seen only for long 
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distance, international haulage. The structure of the Irish economy is such that 
there is less and less demand for this type of transport; 

 Ireland has a relatively small land mass compared to e.g. mainland Europe, with 
good road connectivity across most of the country. As a result, few long-distance 
land journeys are conducted for the haulage of freight in contrast to e.g. mainland 
Europe where there is more opportunity for long-distance land-based international 
haulage; 

 Few parts of Ireland are distant from a sea port. Therefore, most transport activity 
to and from a given port is limited to its immediate regional hinterland (e.g. 
Waterford Port will serve Waterford City and its hinterland; and

 Road is generally more competitive, both in terms of speed and flexibility, over the 
short distances that typically characterise most Irish freight trips.

1.3.2 This report concluded that Rail freight is only viable over longer distances and for Port-
oriented traffic. 

1.4 Consultation with Ports

1.4.1 Consultation was undertaken with the following ports to gain a better understanding of 
current and future movements of freight along the N24 corridor and if these ports had 
any future plans for the movement of freight to / from their port via rail: 

 Shannon Foynes Port;
 Port of Waterford; and
 Rosslare Europort.

1.4.2 All three ports noted that their current freight transport is largely by road. The main type 
of freight relates to products for the agricultural sector (animal feed, fertiliser, liquid fuel 
etc.). The Port of Waterford also has timber and steel freight and 20% of freight at 
Shannon Foynes Port is liquid fuels destined for the south of Ireland.  The range from the 
Port of Waterford is from Arklow, Co. Wicklow to Youghal, Co. Cork. Rosslare Europort is 
generally Roll On/Roll Off with 90% of trailers arriving by sea without a driver and are 
picked up at the port.  The majority of freight from the west of Ireland arriving at Rosslare 
Europort is Pharmaceutical, Fish and IT products.

1.4.3 Generally it was found that while there is potential for businesses using the ports to see 
more freight moved by rail in the coming years, it was noted that it is a niche market due 
to its point-to-point nature. It is likely that any future use of rail to transport freight to / 
from the ports would be new businesses using the port, rather than existing business 
transferring from road to rail to transport freight given their geographic distribution.

1.5 Potential Impacts of increased Rail Freight on N24 Corridor 

1.5.1 A review of TII permanent traffic count data reveals that the average daily HCV traffic 
along the N24 ranges from 400 HCVs per day (between Cahir and Tipperary Town) to circa 
900 HCVs per day (between Clonmel and Cahir). Analysis of the origin and destination of 
these HCV trips, using TII’s National Traffic Model (NTM), indicates a very dispersed trip 
pattern for those HCVs currently using the N24 with their origin and destination spread 
widely across the region. Additionally, a lot of the HCV trips take place between the main 
towns and cities along the corridor (Tipperary Town, Cahir, Clonmel, Waterford, Limerick) 
and are relatively short in distance. 
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1.5.2 Based on the information from the 2030 Rail Network Strategy Review referenced above, 
only end to end trips between Waterford and Limerick are likely to be long enough to 
make freight movements by rail a viable alternative. Information from TII’s NTM estimates 
that approximately 50 HCVs a day travel directly between Limerick and Waterford. If we 
were to assume that 10% of these HCVs could be accommodated by rail, which is 
considered an optimistic estimate given the distances and journey times involved, and the 
fact that rail freight accounts for less than 1% of all freight traffic in Ireland, this would 
result in 5 HCVs per day being removed from the N24 corridor. This equates to 
approximately 0.5% - 1% reduction in overall HCV trips along the N24 corridor (depending 
on what section of the N24 is assessed) when compared to the average daily HCV numbers 
taken from the TII permanent traffic count data (400 – 900 HCVs). 

1.6 Summary and Conclusions

1.6.1 Rail freight currently accounts for less than 1% of all freight traffic in Ireland. The primary 
reasons for this are that rail freight tends to only be feasible for bulky raw materials over 
long distances. Ireland is a relatively small land mass with good road connectivity across 
most of the country. As a result,  HCVs are best suited for the haulage of freight.

1.6.2 A considerable increase in the level of rail freight along the N24 corridor (increase from 
1% to 10%) is likely to only result in marginal decreases in the level of HCV trips (-0.5% to 
-1%) along the corridor.  

1.6.3 The All Island Strategic Rail Review may influence future policy in relation to rail provision 
in Ireland, including the transport of freight by rail. Any future recommendations from 
this ongoing study in relation to the Limerick to Waterford railway line will need to be 
assessed in terms of their implications for potential transport solutions for the N24 Cahir 
to Limerick Junction and N24 Waterford to Cahir Projects. 
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