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Introduction

The Border Midland and Western (BMW) Regional Assembly welcomes this opportunity to meet with the National Roads Authority (NRA) to discuss the progress of the roads infrastructure in the BMW Region. This brief paper sets out a number of issues in relation to the National Roads Programme, including a review of progress and expenditure to date under the NDP in the BMW Region, a response to the recently published review of the 2003 national roads programme and the programme of activities for 2004 and some criteria to be considered in prioritising road schemes.
Progress under the NDP – Under-investment in the BMW Region Roads Infrastructure

The National Development Plan (NDP) 2000-2006, is a major multi-annual investment plan for State expenditure in a wide range of areas, including infrastructure, enterprise development, human resources, rural development and social inclusion. The largest area of investment laid down in the plan has been in infrastructure, which is divided between national infrastructure in the Economic and Social Infrastructure OP and local and regional infrastructure in the regional OPs. Under the NDP, a total of €9.18bn is to be invested in the road network, which is equivalent to 17.7% of total planned NDP investment and 28% of NDP infrastructural investment.  The main features of the current NDP in relation to roads investment compared to previous plans include:
(i)
A larger funding allocation

(ii)
A larger percentage of Exchequer funding and

(iii)
The introduction of private funding through Public Private Partnership (PPP)

During 2003 the Mid-Term Evaluation of the NDP took place, with each OP being evaluated separately by various consultants and an overall evaluation of the NDP/CSF was carried out by the ESRI. 
· Under the ESIOP, expenditure on roads from January 2000-June 2003 has been 89.5% of forecast, which can be broken down as 51% expenditure of forecast in the BMW Region and 111.9% in the S&E Region. This wide discrepancy is of serious concern to the BMW Region and raises questions about the commitment of the NRA to developing infrastructure in the BMW Region and the full implementation of the National Spatial Strategy (NSS).  
· The data for the first half of 2003 indicates that the BMW Region had received just 10.5% of the full year forecasted expenditure while the S&E Region had received 54.3% of its full year forecasted expenditure. This is in contrast to the assurances given at the commencement of the ESIOP, that expenditure would increase in the BMW Region as the programme progressed.
· Whilst the Assembly recognises the importance of National Primary Routes, it also feels that more attention should be paid to the development of National Secondary Routes, which serve as strategic cross-radial corridors in the BMW Region.

· This pattern of under-investment in the BMW Region is obviously also reflected in the corresponding physical process, with much fewer road completions and progress in the BMW Region in comparison with the S&E Region. These particular roads projects are discussed in the next section.

These issues have been consistently raised with the NRA, the Government and at meetings of the ESIOP monitoring committee. Whilst the BMW Regional Assembly is aware that the NRA is  trying to address some of these regional issues in its 2004 plan, the repeated pattern of under-spending in the BMW Region is serving to frustrate the goal of balanced regional development and is hindering the implementation of the National Spatial Strategy (NSS).  It is also impeding the attraction of foreign direct investment to the BMW Region as evidenced by the E-Bay decision in 2003.
NRA schemes under construction in 2003 and proposed for 2004
Having considered the NRA Review of 2003 Activities and the Programme for 2004, the BMW Regional Assembly welcomes some of the progress made or proposed for roads development in the BMW Region. There are however still a number of issues arising, which require attention: 
· The report acknowledges that activity in the BMW Region accelerated in 2003 and it cites a number of road schemes commenced in the Region. Two of these schemes, namely the M4 Kilcock/Kinnegad and the Monasterevin By-pass are located mainly within the S&E Region and should therefore not be included as schemes in the BMW Region. 
· Of the major schemes commenced or continuing under construction in 2003, five out of seventeen schemes are in the BMW Region, three of which are single carriageway, one is standard two lane and the other is dual carriageway. None of them are of motorway standard. Whilst the BMW Regional Assembly recognises the need for prioritisation of road schemes based on usage, it is concerned about the trend of building most major routes from Dublin outwards and the consequent delays that this causes for the upgrading of roads within the BMW Region.
· The Assembly recognises some of the progress that has been made on the N4/N6 Dublin-Galway and the section up to Kinnegad, which will be completed by 2006. We are concerned however at the considerably slower progress being made for the remainder of the scheme and note that no completion dates have been supplied for the route from Kinnegad towards Galway. We would appreciate further information on the position re advanced planning of routes and whether sufficient pressure is being applied to local authorities in this regard.
· The Assembly welcomes the publication of the national roads programme for 2004 and notes that a number of important schemes are due to commence in the BMW Region. There are a number of bottlenecks in the region, however, which do not appear to be included on this list. These include the following:

-
The improvement of the N17, particularly at Claregalway


-
The N5 at Longford, Edgworthstown and Ballaghaderreen

-
A by-pass for Ballinasloe on the N6


-
The N3/N55 link at Cavan


-
The N61 from Athlone to Boyle


- 
The N60 from Roscommon to Castlebar

Criteria for Prioritisation
· The BMW Regional Assembly believes that all road programmes should relate to the NSS as a strategic instrument for guiding future investment and sees the development of roads as an essential feature of the NSS. Infrastructural investment should also be strategic and should contribute towards the goal of balanced regional development, a cornerstone of the NSS. This would imply a greater emphasis on the road network connecting the gateways and hubs within the BMW Region. 
· The Assembly recommends that a number of strategic cross-radial corridors (national secondary routes) should be allocated a new degree of priority and that a higher Level of Service (LoS) is required on all roadways between gateways and hubs. These routes would serve as essential linking points between the BMW and S&E Regions in a north-south direction. These could include the N52 (Ardee/Nenagh), the N17 (Galway/Sligo), the N18 (Galway/Limerick) the N61 (Athlone/Boyle), the N60 (Roscommon/Castlebar) and the N55 (Athlone/Cavan).
· North-South linkages should also be considered in prioritising road schemes and whilst considerable progress has been made on the M1 Dublin-Belfast route, the N16 between Sligo and Enniskillen and the N3 Cavan/Enniskillen linkage should be improved.

Conclusions
The Assembly welcomes the progress made in the National Roads Programme for 2003 and the proposals for 2004, but is concerned that there is not sufficient emphasis on improving the roads in the BMW Region and implementing the National Spatial Strategy, which should be the strategic cornerstone for all infrastructural investment. The Assembly is pleased with some of the progress made on the national primary routes between Dublin and the other major cities, but would caution against all such investment first being completed in the Greater Dublin Area before slowly moving out to the regional locations, which serves to further delay the goal of bringing about more balanced regional development.  
PAGE  
5

