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Executive Summary 

Ireland is at a critical juncture in developing a response to climate change and 

transitioning to a low-carbon economy. Stark warnings from the Intergovernmental 

Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) highlight the risks involved in exceeding 1.5 degrees 

of warming as well as the scale of the challenge facing humanity if we are to remain 

within that threshold (IPCC, 2018). Despite important developments, emissions 

projections from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) show that Ireland will, 

in a best-case scenario, achieve a one per cent reduction in emissions in the non-

traded sector by 2020, relative to a 20 per cent decarbonisation target (EPA, 

2018b).  

Governance institutions are key enabling factors for decarbonisation across 

economy and society. The international literature on governance of low-carbon 

transition points to the importance of both bottom-up innovation and 

experimentation and top-down direction from central government in creating 

change. Drawing on desk-based and interview research, this report examines how a 

low-carbon transition in Irish transport could be better facilitated by modifications 

to governance institutions and the broader policy system.  

Our research identifies three main themes that emerged from interviews with key 

stakeholders. The first concerns how the transport system operates, where we 

highlight complexities inherent in the sector. This includes tensions between public 

and private, rural and urban, and the role of special interests as well as complex 

external interactions with broader policy objectives and systems, including planning, 

health and education. Our second key theme concerns the drivers of the transport 

system. We show how contestation between institutional priorities has shaped the 

development of a carbon-intensive transport system to date. Low-carbon transition 

has yet to be embedded in these priorities, and there is disagreement over what 

low-carbon transition might entail and across transport sub-sectors. Our third key 

theme identifies who shapes transport outcomes. We paint a picture of a 

fragmented governance landscape, and profile the key actors and how they relate 

to each other. We highlight the impact of fragmentation as reported by 

stakeholders, as well as institutional opportunities for enhanced co-ordination  

Building on research findings, this report identifies a set of recommendations and 

poses a number of questions for stakeholders who wish to strengthen low-carbon 

transition in Irish transport. These align with our three key research themes.   



vii 
 

 

 

 

1. Acknowledging complexities in the transport sector, transport governance 

ought to be built upon the following principles: 

o Adopt a collaborative, adaptive and reflexive approach to policy making. 

This requires input from a diverse range of public, private and civil society 

actors. Stakeholder engagement is essential to enhance transparency, 

legitimacy and trust in decision-making, and generate better outcomes. 

o Support bottom-up approaches to low-carbon transport to take account of 

geographical and technical variations and the rural-urban divide. Inherent 

complexities entail different transport solutions in different geographical 

areas and sub-sectors. Understanding, developing and tailoring transport 

solutions to local contexts will be crucial.  

o Understand transport as a social practice to promote positive behaviour 

change. This approach considers the socio-cultural, technical and 

governance forces that shape practices of travel. Designing and 

implementing appropriate combinations of these interventions will be 

critical to advancing low-carbon transition.  

2. Challenging institutional priorities that to date have not included a strong focus 

on low-carbon transition, the following steps ought to be pursued: 

o Align transport policy making with international sustainable mobility 

thinking that promotes an ‘Avoid, Shift, Improve’ (ASI) framework for both 

passenger and freight transport. This could more clearly emphasise a 

hierarchy that focuses on reducing journeys in the first place, achieving 

modal shift, and improving mode efficiencies. 

o Provide high-level direction from the highest levels of central government. 

This will signal a new direction of travel to investors, consumers and 

citizens. This includes leadership from the Department of Transport, 

Tourism and Sport (DTTAS) but should also be underpinned by a whole-of-

government approach to climate action.  

o Align mandates of transport governance actors with low-carbon 

transition. Institutional mandates could be revised to include a statutory 

commitment to prioritise low-carbon transport. More detailed carbon 

accounting, and a heavier weight assigned to this, could feature in project 

appraisals to inform decisions about transport investments.  

o The public sector should lead by example. This could include not just 

central government but also, for example, local authorities switching fleets 

to electrified alternatives. Civil service incentives and human resources 

could give greater priority to low-carbon transition in their hiring, 

promotion and travel schemes.  
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3. Interrogating the institutional landscape, we suggest the following as potential 

institutional remedies: 

o Taskforces: The Low Emission Vehicle (LEV) Taskforce provided a structured 

forum to bring together the key actors to unblock policy action for electric 

vehicle (EV) incentivisation. Consideration could be given to replicating this 

model for other sectoral challenges. Such taskforces could combine insights 

from public, private, academic and civil society organisations.  

o Hubs and public-private partnerships: Multi-modal transport hubs that 

connect public, private and active transport modes hold promise for 

decarbonising Irish passenger transport, along with enhanced 

(re)distribution hubs to decarbonise freight. Public-private partnerships may 

help to progress such low-carbon hubs, combining funding and expertise for 

change. 

o Forums for peer learning: Villages, towns and cities across Ireland need 

further opportunities to learn from each other to scale up innovative low-

carbon transport solutions. A variety of settlement sizes could learn from 

one another’s experimental approaches, while recognising important 

differences across the transport landscape.  

o Deliberative forums for stakeholder and citizen participation: Structured 

inclusion of private and civil society actors can enhance transparency and 

moderate the impact of lobbying by special interests. Public information 

offices could be established, with structured citizen assembly processes and 

town-hall-style meetings. 

o Research infrastructure for transport policymaking: More diverse and 

inclusive transport research is needed, as well as channels of 

communication and absorptive capacity for more evidence-based policy 

making. This includes the potential for intermediary institutions for 

enhanced knowledge exchange between academia and government, and 

practice-orientated participatory backcasting approaches to create 

implementable transition frameworks. 
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1.1 The Decarbonisation Challenge 

Ireland is at a critical juncture in developing a response to climate change and 

transitioning to a low-carbon economy and society. The stark warnings contained in 

the recent report of the Intergovernmental Panel on Climate Change (IPCC) further 

highlight the risks involved in exceeding 1.5 degrees of warming, as well as the scale 

of the challenge facing humanity if we are to remain within that threshold (IPCC, 

2018). The costs of the transition will be much less than the costs of doing nothing. 

However, the report also noted that the scale of transition needed to limit global 

warming to 1.5 degrees is ‘without documented historic precedent’ (IPCC, 2018: 

22). 

Despite important developments, emissions projections from the Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA) show that Ireland will, in a best-case scenario, achieve a 

one per cent reduction in emissions in the non-traded sector by 2020. This is 

relative to a 20 per cent decarbonisation target, as set out under the EU Effort 

Sharing Decision (EPA, 2018b). 

The transport sector in Ireland is particularly central to enabling a transition to a 

low-carbon economy and society. In 2016, transport accounted for one-fifth of 

Ireland’s greenhouse-gas (GHG) emissions. Emissions in the sector have risen 

rapidly in recent decades and remain stubbornly coupled to economic growth. This 

is evidenced by a decline in emissions during the economic crisis, followed by robust 

emissions growth in the period since 2012. The year 2017 saw a decrease in 

transport emissions following four years of strong growth, but this was driven by a 

decrease in fuel tourism rather than any meaningful or supported shift to a low-

carbon system (EPA, 2018a). Strong growth in the sector’s emissions is projected by 

the EPA in the coming years (EPA, 2018b).  

Tackling rising GHG emissions in the transport sector is critical from a policy 

perspective in the short to medium term because transport falls within the scope of 

Ireland’s EU Effort Sharing target. In the longer term, Ireland will not be able to 

meet its commitment to at least an 80 per cent aggregate decarbonisation of 

electricity generation, transport and the built environment by 2050 (Government of 

Ireland, 2014).  
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1.2 Governance for Low-Carbon Transition 

Governance institutions are key enabling factors for decarbonisation across 

economy and society. The NESC report, Ireland and the Climate Change Challenge, 

identified the importance of an effective, enabling institutional and policy 

framework to drive and measure progress on addressing climate change at a 

national level (NESC, 2012). In the transport sector, a forum hosted by NESC in 2015 

on the opportunities and challenges for climate mitigation in transport explored the 

key technical, organisational and socio-political challenges in decarbonising 

transport in Ireland (NESC, 2015). 

The NESC forum recognised that the transport sector has many distinctive features 

that contribute to creating a complex governance and institutional challenge. 

Transport crosses more areas and sectors than any other, such as household and 

organisational behaviour, and intersects more with democratic governance. 

Participants in the forum noted positive developments in Irish transport in recent 

years, including a policy evolution towards smarter travel, more people-centred 

design, investment in the Luas and some cycling infrastructure. Participants also 

noted a range of challenges. There was hesitancy about making the right public 

investments. There were concerns that, even when needs were identified and 

recognised—such as the potential for greater modal shift in Dublin—policy 

responses were constrained by limited resources. Other barriers such as legislative, 

institutional and informational were noted, including a lack of research on what 

works for effective behaviour change. The forum identified the institutional 

environment as a key enabler of decarbonisation of the transport sector. In 

particular, the forum identified: i) a need for more stakeholder engagement; ii) a 

need for better links across and beyond government departments, including with 

local authorities; iii) a tension between short-term and long-term concerns and 

priorities, and iv) that governance approaches need to recognise the many 

distinctive features of the transport sector.   
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1.3 Advancing the Low-Carbon Transition in Irish 
Transport 

This report picks up where the 2015 NESC forum left off. It examines how a low-

carbon transition in Irish transport could be better facilitated by modifications to 

governance institutions and the broader policy system. It examines the extent to 

which governance institutions are sufficiently committed to low-carbon transport as 

a key objective, and asks how they can play a stronger role in driving a low-carbon 

transition. We reflect on positive developments in Irish transport as well as 

persisting gaps, overlaps, legacies and competing priorities and mandates that have 

impeded the transition to date.  

The report is underpinned by desk research conducted by the project team (Dr. 

Diarmuid Torney and Dr. Laura Devaney) as well as 15 semi-structured interviews 

conducted by one of the project team (Dr. Laura Devaney) with key stakeholders.  

The report is structured as follows. The next chapter identifies challenges, 

opportunities and international best practice in low-carbon transition, emphasising 

the respective roles of bottom-up innovation and experimentation and top-down 

steering. Chapter 3 outlines the policy context and sets out transport trends in 

Ireland, thereby identifying the scale of the low-carbon challenge. Chapter 4 

outlines our research approach. Chapters 5 to 7 present the core findings of the 

research, structured around three key themes that emerged from interviews with 

key stakeholders. Chapter 5 discusses how the Irish transport system operates and 

draws attention to complexities inherent in the sector. Chapter 6 identifies 

motivations and drivers of the transport system, highlighting contested institutional 

priorities in the Irish context. Chapter 7 maps key actors that shape transport 

outcomes and the fragmented governance landscape in which they operate. 

Chapter 8 concludes with recommendations on how to strengthen governance of 

Irish transport to deliver low-carbon transition. 
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Chapter 2 
Low-Carbon Transition—Challenges 
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2.1 Competing Perspectives on Climate Governance 

The task of decarbonisation is complex and multi-faceted. From a governance 

perspective, it cuts across traditional demarcation lines in terms of politics, sectors 

and geography. Decarbonisation requires action from public and private sectors, 

multiple levels of governance from global to local, and, within government, includes 

government ministries, autonomous agencies and semi-state operators. 

All of this adds up to a complex governance landscape. Such a complex and multi-

layered system can facilitate experimentation and learning, but it can also generate 

confusion over responsibility for delivery of public goods as well as blurred lines of 

accountability (Zipper, 2018). The literature on sustainable energy transitions also 

emphasises the challenge of path dependency. Research on carbon lock-in, for 

instance, reveals how techno-institutional complexes create inter-locking path 

dependencies in both technologies and governance systems that are resistant to 

change (Unruh, 2000, 2002).  

Similarly, social practice theory highlights how everyday practices, including how we 

eat, wash and travel, are shaped by a range of socio-cultural, technical and 

governance forces (Shove 2003; Warde, 2005). Path dependencies and lock-in can 

thus occur through the tools, technologies, infrastructure, rules and regulations 

available and perpetuated. Path dependency can limit opportunities for behaviour 

change in the transition to a low-carbon future.  

Other theoretical perspectives, meanwhile, emphasise the ability of government to 

steer economy and society towards sustainability. For example, the literature on 

transition management suggests that governments can do so by providing a long-

term vision for the direction of transition. However, this approach under-estimates 

the need for political legitimacy for transition, and the role of politics (Andrews-

Speed, 2016). It also downplays the power of incumbent interests and veto players 

(Kuzemko et al., 2016).  
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2.2 Bottom-up Innovation and Experimentation 

Climate governance, particularly in the wake of the landmark 2015 Paris Agreement, 

is increasingly characterised by polycentricity (Jordan et al., 2018). The Paris 

Agreement marked a shift from the top-down global climate governance 

architecture that characterised the Kyoto Protocol towards a bottom-up approach 

that grants greater autonomy to states to determine their level of contributions. 

Paris also sought to capture the diffuse set of climate actions by a variety of non-

state actors, including cities, municipalities and businesses, through the Lima-Paris 

Action Agenda.  

Polycentric governance systems involve many centres of decision-making that are 

formally independent of each other (Ostrom, 2010, 2012). Experimentation and 

learning are important features of such systems. Indeed, for Ostrom (2012: 365), 

this is the great promise of a polycentric approach, which ‘encourage[s] 

experimentation and learning from diverse policies adopted by multiple scales’. 

Sabel and Victor (2016) argue that the Paris architecture should be taken a step 

further to allow for greater experimentation and learning among this diverse sphere 

of public and private governance actors. This focus on learning is echoed in other 

work on polycentric climate governance (e.g. Dorsch and Flachsland, 2017; Rayner 

and Jordan 2013). However, Jordan et al. (2015) caution that the optimism that 

characterises some of this literature rests on untested assumptions.  

Drawing on the polycentric governance tradition, what is particularly important is 

the ability of the governance system to capture and scale up social, political and 

technological innovations to make them truly transformational (Ostrom, 2010, 

2012; Dorsch and Flachsland, 2017). This is partly about information and lesson-

sharing, but the sociotechnical transitions literature also emphasises the 

importance―but also the difficulties associated with― challenging powerful 

incumbents and retiring infrastructure before the end of its operational life (EEA, 

2018b; Geels et al., 2017). 

Innovation is crucial to address societal challenges such as climate change. This 

includes developing and implementing new ideas, methods, policies and 

technologies. A supportive innovation system of appropriate institutions, economic 

conditions, infrastructure, education, research and political context is a critical 

enabling factor.  

The ultimate aim of any innovation system is to support ideas through the invention 

process to have a socioeconomic effect (Lundvall, 2007). The innovation system 

facilitates this through creating and diffusing new knowledge, supplying financial 

and human capital resources, creating positive external conditions, and facilitating 

markets (Johnson and Jacobsson, 2001; Foxon et al., 2004). Policy contributions play 

a particularly important role in transition-orientated innovation systems, given the 

complexities and uncertainties that typify this landscape (Purkas et al., 2017). Policy 

interventions must correct not only traditional market failures (e.g. related to 

environmental pollution and inconsistent technology diffusion) (Jaffe et al., 2005)) 

but increasingly the number of ‘structural innovation systems failures’ that exist 
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(Coenen et al., 2015). This includes addressing problems associated with incomplete 

physical infrastructure; the lack of necessary competencies and resources; 

excessively tied or loose networks that limit the generation of new ideas and/or 

knowledge exchange, and institutional laws, norms, and risk-taking tendencies that 

inhibit innovation (Coenen et al., 2015).  

Facilitating transformative change, however, requires an innovation and policy 

approach that moves beyond correcting structural failures and incremental 

business-as-usual approaches (Weber and Rochracher, 2012). Addressing 

‘transformational systems failures’ is also a critical ingredient. This includes policy 

co-ordination, directionality, demand articulation and reflexivity failures (Coenen et 

al., 2015: 486) that are more complex to correct in policy and practice but are a 

necessary step for transformative change. 

2.3 Top-down Steering 

Despite the importance of innovation, experimentation and learning in polycentric 

climate governance, purposeful steering of transitions through top-down 

governance arrangements remains a critical ingredient of effective climate 

governance. Recent research coinciding with 10 years of the UK Climate Change Act 

shows clearly that top-down governance has a crucial role to play (Averchenkova et 

al., 2018; Fankhauser et al., 2018). In particular, the UK Climate Change Act has 

been found to have caused significant changes in long-term investment decisions in 

the power sector, involving a shift away from coal and gas (Fankhauser et al., 2018: 

24-25). However, it has been less successful in driving more granular change at the 

level of individual policies within sectors. 

For a long time, debates on climate governance involved a polarised debate 

between advocates of top-down and bottom-up governance approaches. In fact, 

both are necessary but not sufficient in isolation to facilitate low-carbon transition. 

The governance challenge requires both high-level, top-down direction and bottom-

up innovation and experimentation. The institutional challenge is to create 

appropriate linkages between these approaches.  

The theoretical insights developed in this chapter are used to frame the research 

that follows and the resulting recommendations for advancing the low-carbon 

transition in Irish transport. The next chapter sets out the key policy context as well 

as trends in the Irish transport sector. This helps to underscore the importance and 

scale of the challenge facing low-carbon transition in transport. 
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Chapter 3 
Transport Trends in Ireland—Context 
and Trends  
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3.1 Ireland’s Low-Carbon Policy Framework 

Ireland is committed to substantial decarbonisation by mid-century. In 2014, the 

Government agreed a National Policy Position that commits to a long-term vision of 

low-carbon transition based on an aggregate reduction in CO2 emissions from 

electricity generation, the built environment and transport of at least 80 per cent by 

2050 relative to 1990 levels, and an approach to carbon neutrality in the agriculture 

and land-use sector, including forestry (Government of Ireland, 2014).  

EU membership also provides a crucial policy context for Ireland. The EU’s 2020 

climate and energy package set a target of 20 per cent reduction in GHGs relative to 

1990 levels, 20 per cent share of renewables, and 20 per cent increase in energy 

efficiency. The GHG target was subdivided into a 21 per cent reduction (relative to 

2005) target for the Emissions Trading sector, and individual member-state targets 

for the non-ETS sector under the Effort Sharing Decision. Ireland’s target for GHG 

emissions in the non-ETS sector (including transport) is a 20 per cent reduction 

relative to 2005 levels by 2020. Separately, under the Renewable Energy Directive, 

member states were given national targets for renewable energy deployment. 

Ireland’s target for 2020 is 16 per cent, which is broken down into targets for 

electricity (40%), heat (12%), and transport (10%)(Government of Ireland, 2010).  

Under the 2021–2030 Effort Sharing Regulation (2018/842), Ireland is required to 

reduce emissions in the non-ETS sector by 30 per cent relative to 2005 levels. Each 

year from 2021–2030, Ireland is entitled to use ETS allowances (up to the equivalent 

of 4% of 2005 non-ETS emissions) and forestry and land-use credits (up to 5.7%) if 

these sectors absorb more carbon than they emit. Assuming maximum use of these 

flexibilities, Ireland’s required reduction over the period 2021–2030 will be of the 

order of 20.3 per cent (EPA, 2018b).  

Emissions projections from the Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) show that 

Ireland will, in a best-case scenario, achieve a one per cent reduction in emissions in 

the non-traded sector by 2020 (EPA, 2018b). The scale of the decarbonisation 

challenge in Ireland is considerable, though not unique in a European 

  



TRANSPORT TRENDS IN IRELAND—CONTEXT AND TRENDS         11  
 

 

 

 

3.2 Transport Sector Emissions 

Concerning low-carbon transition in Irish transport specifically, Smarter Travel—A 

Sustainable Transport Future is the most recent overarching government transport 

policy document (DTTAS, 2009). Published in 2009, it set out a vision for transport 

to 2020 centred on the following goals: i) to reduce overall travel demand; ii) to 

maximise the efficiency of the transport network; iii) to reduce reliance on fossil 

fuels; iv) to reduce transport emissions, and v) to improve accessibility to transport.1 

Between 1990 and 2017, however, GHGs from transport in Ireland increased by 

133.2 per cent—more than any other sector in the national inventory. Emissions 

from road transport increased by 140 per cent. In 2017, the latest year for which 

data are available, emissions decreased by 2.4 per cent, the first year of decline 

following four consecutive years of GHG growth in the sector (EPA, 2018a). 

However, this decrease was driven primarily by a decrease in fuel tourism and was 

not the result of policies or deliberate action to promote lower-carbon transport. 

The number of passenger diesel cars increased by 10.3 per cent in 2017, and the 

number of passenger petrol cars decreased by 6.0 per cent, reflecting continued 

skewed fuel taxation policies.  

Transport emissions are projected to increase by 17–18 per cent relative to 2005 

levels over the period 2017–2020 (EPA, 2018b). From 2020–2025, emissions in the 

sector are projected to further increase, driven by growth in diesel fuel 

consumption in both the passenger car and freight sectors. From 2025–2030, a 

decline in emissions driven by falling diesel consumption is projected, resulting from 

predicted accelerated deployment of electric vehicles. Combined, the overall 

projected trend in transport emissions over the period 2020–2030 is relatively flat. 

However, Ireland has a demanding 2030 target under the EU climate and energy 

framework. Stable, rather than rapidly decreasing, emissions over this time horizon 

will not be tenable.  

In terms of the sectoral distribution of emissions, road transport accounts for most 

CO2 emissions from the transport sector (DTTAS, 2018). Within this, private car use 

accounted for 52 per cent in 2016, while goods vehicles accounted for 26 per cent. 

Fuel tourism is another substantial contributor to sectoral CO2 emissions, though it 

declined considerably between 2016 and 2017 as a result of converging prices 

either side of the border (EPA, 2018a). Figure 1 shows the composition of Ireland’s 

transport CO2 emissions over time. It illustrates the cyclical nature of transport 

emissions, strongly coupled with economic growth. 

  

                                                           

 

1
  For an overview of the institutional and political challenges encountered with respect to delivering Smarter 

Travel, see Rau et al. (2015). 
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Source:    DTTAS, 2018.     Source:    DTTAS, 2018. 

3.3 Irish Emissions in a European Context 

In a comparative European perspective, Ireland’s CO2 emissions from transport have 

grown much faster than the EU28 average since 1990. EU28 transport emissions 

(including aviation but excluding international shipping) grew by 23 per cent 

between 1990 and 2015, compared to 131 per cent growth in Ireland over the same 

period (EEA, 2018a). This was driven by Ireland’s strong economic growth between 

1990 and 2007. It is also important to note that Ireland’s return to growth in 

transport emissions since the crisis mirrors a wider EU trend. Since 2013, EU28 

transport emissions have been increasing as well; they grew by almost two per cent 

in 2015 (EEA, 2018a).  

Figure 2 shows the breakdown of transport emissions in Ireland compared to the 

EU28. It shows that Ireland’s road-based emissions as a share of total transport 

emissions, at 76 per cent, are broadly in line with the EU28 average of 73 per cent. 

Figure 3 provides a comparative European perspective on land transport passenger 

km by modal share. This shows that Ireland’s share of land transport passenger km 

by car (80.4%) is also broadly in line with the EU28 average. However, it shows that 

rail use is significantly lower, while bus is significantly higher, than the EU28 

average. This highlights unique nuances for consideration when determining 

Ireland’s low-carbon transport future. 
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 Figure 3   Figure 4 

  
  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source:    DTTAS, 2018. Source:    DTTAS, 2018. 

Goods vehicles (HGVs and LGVs) accounted for 26 per cent of Ireland’s transport 

emissions in 2016. Figure 4 shows total road freight measured in tonne km since 

1999. The trend closely follows the economic cycle. Of particular note, there was a 

17 per cent increase between 2015 and 2016, though overall the figure remains well 

below the peak of 2007 for now (DTTAS, 2018). 

3.4 Progress and Challenges in Advancing Low-Carbon 
Transport 

Despite its turbulent emissions profile, there have also been several positive 

developments in Irish transport, including infrastructural, policy, educational and 

behavioural initiatives that have worked towards reducing carbon intensity in the 

sector. These include the development of Greenway cycling infrastructure across 

Ireland, the cross-city Luas, the Biofuels Obligation Scheme and the TaxSaver 

initiative for promoting public transport. Successes in the sharing economy include 

the development of car- and bicycle-sharing schemes, particularly in urban centres, 

with essential support from institutions such as Dublin City Council to improve 

parking facilities, access and regulations related to these transport modes. 

However, such low-carbon solutions tend to remain on the periphery of everyday 

transport, failing to create the transformative change required in the system. 
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Overall, Ireland has made limited progress to date in decarbonising the transport 

sector. Emissions have risen since the economic crisis and are projected to rise 

steeply until the end of this decade. Ireland faces very challenging decarbonisation 

targets for 2020 and 2030, and is not on a pathway consistent with the long-term 

decarbonisation envisaged in the National Policy Position on Climate Action and 

Low-Carbon Development. Establishing this current transport context is essential to 

understand situational nuances before making any recommendations for how this 

system might better deliver on decarbonisation objectives.  

The next chapter details the methodological approach applied in this research to 

examine the institutional context and opportunities for advancing the low-carbon 

transition in Irish transport.  
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One of the most reliable methods for ascertaining people’s opinions, motivations, 

perceptions and attitudes is to simply ask them. The qualitative interview, defined 

by Berg (2009: 101) as a ‘conversation with a purpose’, is thus regarded as an 

important and reliable source of data collection. Interviews can explore complex, 

value-laden issues on a one-to-one basis, allowing for agendas, institutional 

conflicts and biases to be exposed (Gray, 2004). Adopting a semi-structured format 

additionally enables a skilful interviewer to clarify and develop answers, investigate 

motives and probe the meaning behind responses (Bell, 2006).  

Semi-structured interviews were used to probe stakeholder realities and 

experiences of Irish transport governance, the institutional opportunities and 

challenges encountered, and the prevalence of low-carbon objectives in their 

decision-making. The interviews were kept at a broad strategic level to identify 

overall transport governance gaps and overlaps, consider the role of governance 

institutions in advancing the low-carbon transition, and assess how governance of 

the transport sector can be enhanced to better deliver on Ireland's decarbonisation 

objectives.  

Purposive sampling and snowballing techniques were adopted that involved the 

selection of strategically chosen individuals based on their position, sectoral 

affiliation and expertise, as well as leveraging the recommendations of a project 

advisory steering group. Fifteen interviews were conducted in total with public, 

private, academic and civil society stakeholders throughout October and November 

2018. This included individuals from passenger and freight transport perspectives as 

well as a number of national and local departments, agencies, campaign groups and 

representative bodies involved in Irish transport. While not representative of the 

entire sector, this sampling strategy ensured diversity in responses and a 

comprehensive spread of institutional perspectives across multiple transport 

modes, scales and professional spheres.  

All interviews took place face-to-face in a location that suited each interviewee. A 

pre-designed interview question schedule was sent to participants in advance and 

was used to guide the discussion. This enabled a level of data consistency across 

interviewee categories. Each interview lasted approximately 60mins and was 

digitally recorded for thematic analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006). Interviewee 

responses were protected by the anonymity clauses outlined in a letter of consent 

that each participant was asked to sign. Field notes were written up immediately 

after each interview to capture the principal ideas, concerns, institutional 

opportunities, blockages and solutions discussed. These field notes were shared 

among the research team and formed a principal foundation for the analysis. The 

analysis was inductive in its approach, allowing for the emergence of themes from 

the data as opposed to forcing preconceived nodes or a pre-determined framework. 



RESEARCH APPROACH        17  
 

 

 

 

Cross-checking and corroboration of interview progress and themes amongst the 

research team and the project steering group bolster the reliability and objectivity 

of the results obtained. 

Combined with insights from desk-based research, the next three chapters outline 

the results of the stakeholder interviews. They detail three key themes related to 

how the transport system operates, what drives the transport system, and who 

shapes transport outcomes. 
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Chapter 5 
How the Transport System 
Operates—Inherent Complexities of 
the Sector  
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5.1 Complexities of the Transport Sector 

The first theme to emerge from the key informant interviews relates to the inherent 

complexities reported to exist in the Irish transport sector. Transport fulfils multiple 

functions in society, including travel for work, education, leisure, shopping and 

other purposes, and distribution of freight and consumer goods, among others. 

Transport is a derived demand and a practice that is often habitual, and even semi-

conscious, in everyday life. From a governance perspective, the myriad of transport 

modes complicates the institutional governance landscape and creates inertia when 

attempting to gain consensus to decarbonise the entire transport system.  

5.2 Internal Tensions 

As highlighted by interviewees, the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 

(DTTAS) is responsible for aviation, road, rail, maritime, freight, passenger, walking 

and cycling categories. This is perceived to pull transport governance in different 

directions, often resulting in limited funding and support for low-carbon transport 

options (e.g. walking and cycling) after other (often more carbon-intensive) 

transport modes receive priority attention.  

Transport is further governed and enacted by a wide variety of actors across the 

public and private spheres, often with competing interests. Blurring responsibilities 

across public and private boundaries raised particular questions for interviewees in 

terms of the role of privatisation in decarbonising Irish transport and the weighting 

that should be assigned to this. This includes potential positive influence through 

the introduction of innovations, enhanced efficiencies and the creation of industry 

standards in both passenger and freight categories. However, how these initiatives 

interact with public bodies, government departments, rules and regulations is 

questionable; several private sector participants reported attempts to operate in 

this space and being impeded by poor communications, governmental silos, short-

term contracts and a lack of transparent and organised private sector inclusion in 

strategic transport planning and design phases. 
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Adding to the complexity of the system, many interviewees noted the power of 

vested interests, trade unions, the media and community voices within the 

institutional architecture. Examples provided include the negative public reaction to 

the BusConnects initiative for the Dublin region, as well as the planning refusal for 

pedestrianising College Green in Dublin. In this latter case, interviewees reported 

significant influence from private carpark owners, property developers and heritage 

lobbyists over the planning (and ultimate refusal) process. Interviewees alluded to 

‘the tail wagging the dog’ in these contexts, whereby smaller elements of the 

transport system end up controlling the entire sector. The power of the motor 

industry was noteworthy for interviewees also, including through its sponsorship of 

radio and media outlets, which is believed to normalise dependence on the private 

car. For example, news headlines related to BusConnects were reported to focus on 

the impacts on traffic congestion and car use, despite the positive modal-shift aims 

of these plans. Resistance from publics can also play a role in transport decision-

making, as experienced by interviewees over the installation of cycling, light-rail and 

bus infrastructure in local areas. 

While it is important to hear societal concerns, the power of minority complaints 

fostered much frustration for several interviewees, who believed that they can hold 

disproportionate influence over actions taken. This is particularly obvious in the 

landscape of ‘parish pump’ politics perceived to exist in Ireland, where local politics, 

concerns and priorities can often undermine decisions, sway national politicians and 

dissuade political action and infrastructure investment for the greater good. This is 

a distinctive feature of the Irish electoral system that results in national politicians 

being very sensitive to local needs. The relative strength of local to national 

government plays a role here, with weak local institutions resulting in local 

demands and complaints being channelled through the national scale (Rau et al., 

2015).  

The largely silent voices of the wider population that would benefit from 

progressive transport decisions and low-carbon actions further adds to this 

complexity. Political desires to maintain local votes were thus conceived by 

interviewees to lead to a prioritisation of constituent over national interests, 

influencing decisions, for example, related to Metro North, the M50 and 

BusConnects. Here, the reality of the wider political system being grounded in 

principles of representative democracy may hamper progress of the low-carbon 

transition in Ireland. It may also create disproportionate regional divides and 

intensify negativity about continued investment in transport in Dublin (noted as the 

political territory of most transport ministers of late) to the neglect of the rest of 

the country. 

A rural-urban divide was also highlighted by most key informants to dominate the 

Irish transport system, resulting in continuous tensions regarding settlement 

patterns and housing policy, as well as animosity over transport investment. While a 

Dublin and Eastern-based focus may be justified on the basis of population density, 

other regional cities were reported by interviewees to miss out in transport 

planning and infrastructure, and rural towns and villages often left even further 

behind. Naturally, the low-carbon transition will mean different transport solutions 

in rural and urban locations. Buses, for example, may hold more potential to 
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achieve modal shift outside of Dublin due to dispersed population densities. Electric 

vehicles (EVs) may also hold more promise to reduce emissions for those in isolated 

locations who rely on private cars (and from where most Irish transport emissions 

emanate (DTTAS, 2018)). However, who represents rural interests in Irish transport 

governance raises an institutional dilemma in this regard, with consistent Dublin-

based transport ministers of late as well as a lack of mandated power in the 

National Transport Authority (NTA) to impose strategic travel plans outside of the 

Greater Dublin Area. For example, for one interviewee, the NTA was perceived to be 

‘institutionally stretched’ since its mandate expanded from its original founding 

purpose as the Dublin Transport Authority.  

5.3 External Interactions 

Moving beyond a focus on internal complexities in the transport sector in terms of 

mode, sectoral voices, and uneven geographies and power relationships, transport 

also interacts with more areas of life and economic activity than any other (NESC, 

2015). Transport provides access to education, employment, healthcare, social and 

leisure activities, and the globalisation of goods and services. Intersections with 

tourism and energy industries were also particularly prominent for interviewees. In 

the case of tourism, while Greenway developments were reported to promote a 

positive low-carbon cycling culture, they were criticised for their singular focus as a 

tourist attraction. As several interviewees noted, Greenways rarely connect to 

urban cores to represent a viable low-carbon transport mode for work, education 

and social activities.  

Meanwhile, developments in the energy sector are particularly relevant if the low-

carbon transport transition promotes a shift towards vehicle electrification. It is 

important to recognise that a shift to EVs will only fully decarbonise transport if the 

electricity source is decarbonised (Barkenbus, 2017). Investment and progression in 

Irish renewable energy generation and storage will thus be essential if 

electrification is to contribute to low-carbon transition aims.  

The issue of electrification is particularly prominent and pressing in the freight 

arena, with interviewee suggestions that electrifying freight, including heavy freight 

vehicles, may be closer than many initially assume (see Case Study A). This has 

implications for technology lock-in and pathway dependency, as described in the 

literature (see Chapter 2). For example, it includes decisions around continued 

investment and institutional support for alternative freight transport modes in 

Ireland such as compressed natural gas (CNG), as called for by a recent Freight 

Transport Association Ireland (FTAI) report (2018). CNG is promoted as having lower 

carbon content but is fundamentally still a fossil fuel, with potential for significant 

methane leakage. As a result, Transport & Environment (2018) report its GHG 

effects as only comparable to best-in-class diesel. Freight electrification, if realised, 

could thus make significantly higher contributions to the low-carbon transition, 

especially if the energy source used is also decarbonised. 
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Case Study A: International Best Practice in Freight 

Developing low-carbon solutions is particularly challenging in the freight sector. There are 

persistent fears over technology lock-in and technological difficulties in electrifying fleets due 

to the weight and size of vehicles.  

While a focus on sustainable consumption and avoiding transporting excess commodities in the 

first place is the first essential step for decarbonisation, freight electrification may also be 

closer than anticipated. For example, collaborating with EV manufacturer Arrival, the Royal 

Mail UK piloted three electric commercial vehicles in August 2017. This accelerated into a roll-

out of nine vehicles in London by September 2018, 100 more EVs on order and plans to 

upgrade its 50,000-strong fleet nationwide. This success has been attributed to pioneering 

technology that combines ultra-lightweight composite materials with custom-built power 

electronics and motors. Overcoming issues of weight, size and range anxiety, Arrival has 

‘optimized the maximum range to weight ratio for inner city deliveries with battery packs 

enabling up to 100 miles of range on 3.5, 6 and 7.5 tonne trucks’ (Lambert, 2017a). This is 

reducing carbon footprints as well as operating costs. 

Similarly, in Germany, Deutsche Post DHL has been experimenting with EVs since 2016. 

Collaborating with Ford, it had over 6,000 electric delivery vans (‘StreetScooters’) as of March 

2018. Its version of electric trucks enables a range of c.80-200km with a load volume capacity 

of 20 cubic meters, equating to approximately 200 parcels or 1,350kg (Lambert, 2017b). 

Combined, the 6,000-strong fleet saves c.20,000 tonnes of carbon emissions per year. DHL is 

now also emerging as an important EV manufacturer to meet rising demand, including an order 

of 200 electric vans from British milk delivery service, Milk&More (Lambert, 2018). 

 

 
 

Ireland is often reported to be limited in vehicle efficiency improvements and EV transitions 

due to its position as a ‘technology taker’. Growing potential, especially in a UK manufacturing 

context (left-hand drive) thus holds particular promise for low-carbon Irish freight vehicles in 

the future. Arrival is further experimenting with autonomous electric freight vehicles, revealed 

at the Volvo Group Innovation Summit in Berlin in 2018 (Stenqvist, 2018). Showcasing potential 

for first-mover benefits, Royal Mail Fleet’s Managing Director Paul Gatti concluded: ‘Our 

research has shown that electric vans are a good operational fit with our business… It also 

means we are on the front foot for future changes in emissions legislation’ (Lambert, 2018). 
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Additional external interactions further complicate the development and 

governance of Irish transport; interviewees repeatedly linked the sector to land use 

and settlement patterns. For many interviewees, the creation of longer commuting 

patterns represents one of the biggest failures of the current system, outpacing any 

improvements in technological efficiencies for carbon savings. Ireland also performs 

especially poorly against its EU counterparts in terms of population density rates 

(McHugh, 2017). Research participants thus saw addressing spatial and settlement 

patterns as key to advancing the low-carbon transport transition.  

However, interviewees highlighted how previous spatial strategies failed to 

permeate all government departments and land-use decision-making, including the 

Department of Health when locating new hospitals or the Department of Education 

when deciding the location of new schools. For interviewees, this resulted in 

departmental decision-making that prioritised access to low-cost sites at the 

expense of any low-carbon concerns or consideration for environmental or 

transport impacts. This has led to a proliferation of new schools, for example, on 

the outskirts of town, increasing dependency on the private car, congestion and 

emissions for these journeys.  

The progression of transport-orientated development (TOD) can play a role in 

addressing land-use challenges. In this approach, urban development seeks to 

maximise the provision of housing, employment, public services and leisure space in 

close proximity to high-frequency, quality public transport nodes and active 

transport options (Cervero and Murakami, 2009). Ongoing research by NESC 

continues to explore the potential for TOD in Ireland (NESC, n.d.). 

However, as highlighted by several participants, TOD is not a new idea. It has been 

around for decades and perceived to be largely ignored by government officials in 

Irish planning. TOD was instead seen as something that other nations have done 

better, with international best-practice examples cited by participants in Sweden, 

Germany and France. It is also important to note that, while living in more densely 

populated areas can increase the likelihood of walking and taking public transport 

as a mode of travel, 65 per cent of journeys taken by people residing in densely 

populated areas in Ireland are still by private car (National Travel Survey, 2016). This 

highlights the importance of high-quality public and active transport options within 

a TOD and compact growth framework, but also a socio-cultural shift that neither 

option can guarantee to change behaviour effectively. 

For many interviewees, all this connected with ideas of ‘compact’ development 

promoted in the National Development Plan (NDP) and National Planning 

Framework (NPF), with benefits including the reduction of emissions from the 

transport sector. A lack of alignment in planning pre-applications reported by An 

Bord Pleanála however, shows little change from embedded, dispersed and 

sprawling settlement patterns (Boland, 2018). This highlights the importance of 

socio-cultural norms and expectations regarding one-off housing developments in 

Ireland and perceptions of ‘the good life’ that require further probing and 

challenging to fully realise the environmental ambitions of TOD or the associated 

compact development frameworks.  
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5.4 The Promise of a Social Practice Approach in 
Acknowledging Sectoral Complexities 

Recognising the complexity of governance, technical, and socio-cultural influences, 

a social practice lens can assist with achieving necessary behaviour change towards 

low-carbon transport. Such an analytical framework draws on expanding 

international research on sustainable behaviour change that notes the flaws of 

reductionist strategies, where behaviour is considered the result of individual 

attitudes or values, or something that can be influenced by economic pricing alone 

(Davies et al., 2014). Taking everyday practices rather than individuals as the unit of 

intervention, this approach draws attention to the often habitual, and even semi-

conscious, routines of everyday life and the forces that shape these (including the 

practice of travelling) (Shove, 2003; Warde, 2005).  

A social practice approach thus recognises that, while infrastructure and technology 

development (such as that associated with TOD) can ensure that citizens and 

businesses have access to low-carbon transport options, it is just one piece of the 

behaviour-change puzzle. Supporting rules, institutions and legislation is also 

essential to ensure that appropriate funding, human resources, incentives and 

deterrents are delivered to promote desired behavioural changes. Re-orientating 

research and innovation (R&I) policy, for example, and committing research and 

development (R&D) funding represents an avenue for success from an institutional 

perspective, including government and industry funding for low-carbon transport 

technology development (such as electrification). At a more local governance level, 

positive incentives towards public transport and active travel modes are necessary 

at the same time as deterring private car use (e.g. through measures like taxation, 

tolling, congestion charging, parking bays and road space allocation). 

Acknowledging socio-cultural elements for holistic behaviour change is the final 

essential element of a social practice approach, including addressing individual 

knowledge and skills as well as wider social norms and expectations (such as those 

associated with housing preference). This could be enhanced by institutions by 

developing and rolling out further education and awareness campaigns around low-

carbon transport and its co-benefits; school initiatives to further experiment with, 

teach and embed lower-carbon transport living, and dedicated research funds 

targeted at understanding behavioural aspects of transport and why people travel 

and live as they do.  

At present, the range of internal and external complexities evident in the Irish 

transport sector was conceived by interviewees to pull Irish transport priorities, 

decision-making, policy and action in different directions. The institutional 

landscape and governance process is further complicated by the drivers of the 

system, in particular contested institutional priorities, as explored next from the 

perspective of interviewees. 
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Chapter 6 
What Drives the Transport System—
Contested Institutional Priorities 
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6.1 Legacies and (Mis)Alignment 

The second theme to emerge from the research relates to contested priorities in 

Irish transport governance that result in a lack of importance and urgency assigned 

to a low-carbon agenda. Firstly, according to interviewees, Ireland’s approach to 

transport policy is shaped by a number of political and historical legacies. These 

legacies are perceived to be rooted in prioritising automobility and growth of the 

private car in passenger transport, and the construction of motorways to connect 

regional cities for economic purposes in freight (e.g. to mobilise goods and services 

and attract foreign direct investment nationwide). These two legacies have enabled 

increasingly dispersed and sprawling settlement patterns as people are facilitated to 

live further from the urban cores (generally the spaces of employment and 

recreation) and able to travel and commute further distances, often by private car. 

Cheap fossil fuels and liberal approaches to housing planning in Ireland furthered 

this pattern of settlement sprawl and car dependency. 

These legacies form the backdrop for the push to decarbonise transport in Ireland. 

The low-carbon vision for the transport sector, as defined in the National Mitigation 

Plan, is as follows: 

Moving to a low carbon society represents a significant challenge for 

Ireland’s expanding transport sector where the use of fossil fuels is 

firmly embedded in driving culture. To address the challenge of 

transitioning from conventionally fuelled vehicles to alternative fuels 

and technologies an ambitious national target was established 

whereby all new cars sold in Ireland will be zero carbon emission or 

zero emission-capable by 2030 as well as many of our public transport 

buses and rail lines. The ultimate aim is to decarbonise the national 

passenger car fleet by 2050 and increase the use of alternative fuels in 

the freight sector (DCCAE 2017: 94). 

With an emphasis on technological fixes to decarbonise Irish transport, the above 

vision is out of line with sustainable mobility thinking internationally that prioritises 

an ‘Avoid, Shift, Improve’ (ASI) framework for passenger and freight sectors (Stucki, 

2015; EEA, 2016). This advocates, first of all, reducing the need to travel and/or the 

journey length in the first place (reduce demand). This can be supported, for 

example, through appropriate land-use planning and ICT-supported demand 

management. The second part of the framework promotes a modal shift for 

remaining journeys to more active (walking and cycling) and public transport modes 

and alternative freight transport modes (for example, from road- and aviation-
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based freight to rail, maritime and alternative ‘last mile delivery’ options). Finally, 

the ASI framework seeks to improve the efficiency of all transport modes in a way 

that reduces their environmental footprint, primarily through technological 

developments in vehicles and the energy sources that they use (EEA, 2016). The 

predominant focus of the National Mitigation Plan (DCCAE, 2017) on this third 

aspect is noteworthy, at the expense of avoiding and shifting travel options in the 

first place to truly facilitate ‘systemic change’ (EEA, 2016).  

Transport-orientated recommendations from the Irish Citizens’ Assembly (2018), a 

deliberative forum comprising 99 ordinary citizens, went a step further, with an 

emphasis on modal shift (for example, encouraging state investment in public 

transport, bus lanes, cycling infrastructure and park and ride nodes) as well as 

technological improvements (for example, promoting the use of electric vehicles). 

However, it too failed to address a sustainable consumption angle in the avoidance 

of journeys and reducing travel distances in the first place (the ‘A’ of the ASI 

framework) (Citizens’ Assembly, 2018). 

Indeed, emphasis on ASI solutions is lacking in the overall transport governance 

system in Ireland, as evidenced also in the key informant interviews undertaken. 

None of the 15 interviewees referenced the ASI framework in interview, while only 

one voluntarily explored the concept of travel avoidance as part of the low-carbon 

solution for Ireland.  

6.2 Lack of Prioritisation of Low-Carbon Transition 

According to institutional interviewees, climate action or low-carbon transition 

rarely featured as a top priority in their institutions. For example, participants across 

passenger and freight institutions alluded to the key transport policy documents 

guiding their institutional decision-making, with limited reference to environmental 

policies like the National Mitigation Plan, and instead emphasis on aspects such as 

transport safety, cost and connectivity policy ambitions. Exceptions to this lie in 

some niche areas such as cycling promotion campaigns and advocacy groups, car- 

and bicycle-sharing initiatives, and some academic research, but these elements 

tend to operate on the periphery of everyday transport.  

The lack of a low-carbon vision is a wider systemic issue across governance 

institutions in Ireland, perceived by interviewees to largely stem from a lack of 

prioritisation of climate action in government. Key informants, for example, pointed 

to perverse incentives in the civil service that prioritise larger engine sizes and 

individual motorised transport over low-carbon alternatives for civil servants. 

Failure of governing actors to ‘lead by example’ was also repeatedly cited by 

participants, some of whom expressed a wish to see  local authorities convert their 

fleets to electric alternatives with a perceived added benefit of enhancing charging 

infrastructure for all.  

Leadership by example was seen as key to achieving political legitimacy for climate 

action by interviewees to achieve the required transformative change across 
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sectors. Such leadership is perceived to be lacking at present in the make-up of the 

Irish government (e.g. as evidenced in the lack of support for environmentally 

focused initiatives in Budget 2019). Recent commitments by Minister Bruton to 

develop a whole-of-government climate plan by spring 2019 suggests increased 

attention to the climate topic, along with the work of the Joint Oireachtas 

Committee on Climate Action, due to report its recommendations in early 2019 for 

strengthening Ireland’s response to climate change. Recent budgetary commitment 

to cycling infrastructure from DTTAS and requests to establish a dedicated cycling 

office in the National Transport Authority (NTA) hold further promise (DTTAS, 

2018a). It remains to be seen if this initiative is the sign of more transformative 

change in the transport sector and, indeed, the wider political system. 

For the interviewees, enthusiastic and climate-aware ministers are important to 

enhance political legitimacy and advance the low-carbon transition, but are, for the 

most part, seen to be lacking, not just in the Department of Transport, Tourism and 

Sport (DTTAS) but also in other government departments. For example, 

interviewees alluded to the Department of Finance as holding important powers to 

adjust taxation structures around vehicles and fuels to incentivise the uptake of 

low-carbon alternatives. A number of interviewees also drew attention to what they 

perceived to be a lack of ministerial commitment to the BusConnects scheme. They 

saw this as something that might undermine modal shift attempts in Ireland that 

are in line with international ASI best practice. Overall, interviewees perceived it to 

be crucially important for government to send the right signal to transport agencies, 

institutions, industry, operators and consumers for low-carbon investment and 

action.  

6.3 Alternative Framings of Low-Carbon Transition 

A further challenge to making progress is the lack of consensus on the meaning of 

low-carbon transition in Irish transport, with interviewees debating the benefits of 

alternative framings. For example, solely focusing on low-carbon aspects of 

transport was deemed to be limiting by some key informants, compared to a 

potential wider focus on sustainable transport that could incorporate social and 

economic benefits (e.g. related to health, physical activity, well-being and financial 

cost). The case of electric vehicles (EVs) in passenger transport illustrates this point 

clearly. While they are a potential low-carbon transport solution, EVs continue to 

contribute to urban congestion, dispersed settlement patterns, sedentary lifestyles, 

competition for urban space and single vehicle occupancy preferences (Brueckner, 

2018). One interviewee, for example, pointed to a recent shift in Norway away from 

incentivising EVs now that these additional impacts have materialised, with 

progression towards car-free cities (electric or otherwise) now being prioritised. 

Social impacts may also arise in sourcing elements for the creation of EV batteries 

(e.g. increases in child labour have been reported in mines in the Congo in the 

search for cobalt (Peyton, 2018)). 

A low-carbon framing was nevertheless deemed desirable by several interviewees 

in the sector, who perceived it as being easier to establish and quantify exact 
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carbon targets as opposed to the more ‘woolly’ sustainability term that can mean 

different things to different people. If emissions are the priority, as IPCC (2018) 

suggests, then, according to some participants, a low-carbon framing might be the 

most appropriate way to garner concerted action and policy attention. For one 

public sector interviewee, to implement this transition in a ‘smart way’ could allow 

it to capture wider sustainability advantages and co-benefits (e.g. in terms of 

congestion reduction, a more physically active population and less air and noise 

pollution). Committing to ‘zero’ as opposed to ‘low’ carbon transport would indicate 

even greater political commitment to transition in this space. 

6.4 Emphasis on Passenger Transport Over Freight 

Contested priorities were also noted by interviewees in the context of a consistent 

and repeated research and policy focus on passenger transport at the expense of 

the freight, aviation and maritime sectors. For example, the lack of attention to 

freight throughout research and policy has impeded decarbonisation progress in 

this sector. Interviewees reported tendencies towards developing broad-brush 

‘transport’ solutions that are not relevant to all. Different solutions will be required 

to advance the low-carbon transition in freight. Even in the freight sector, further 

differences were reported by one interviewee who highlighted the difference 

between dedicated transport and logistics businesses (required to have qualified 

and trained transport managers) compared to ‘own account’ companies that 

manage significant fleet numbers (e.g. food companies) even though their primary 

business is not transport. 

The ability to advance the low-carbon transition and change behaviour throughout 

the freight industry is thus seen to be highly variable, as experienced by 

interviewees. However, given that freight is already responsible for 26.2 per cent of 

transport emissions (combined HGV and LGV) and set to increase up to 2030, 

carbon contributions from this transport sub-sector are too large to ignore. The 

need for proactive solutions is also obvious in the context of growing emissions 

from this sector as the economy recovers (DTTAS, 2018). Industry standards can 

help to address competing priorities while working towards decarbonisation but 

only if they are adopted by all freight categories and supported by the wider 

institutional architecture. This has not been the case to date, as reported by 

interviewees and illustrated in Case Study B.  

Even regarding the passenger category, participants felt that the priority tends to be 

on commuting patterns alone, despite the fact that this form of travel represents 

only 29 per cent of total trips taken each day (National Transport Survey, 2016). This 

has implications for holistic and connected transport planning, investment, policy 

and construction. Failure in Ireland to develop and recognise the need for ‘all-day 

transportation systems’ was emphasised by one interviewee in this context, with 

best-practice developments in Zurich towards a transport system also orientated 

towards leisure activities serving as inspiration for more balanced priorities in this 

regard (see Case Study C).   
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Case Study B: Freight Transport Standards 

The TruckSafe accreditation scheme is promoted by the Freight Transport Association of 

Ireland (FTAI). TruckSafe is a best-practice industry standard in the Irish freight industry, rolled 

out on a voluntary basis. Based on a series of planning, reporting and inspection processes, 

bronze, silver or gold standards are administered by FTAI with the aim of promoting best 

practice in the operations of goods vehicles (FTAI, 2018). With environmental and carbon-

reduction policies required at all levels (and additional management and monitoring of 

sustainable operations for silver and gold awards), the potential of the TruckSafe standard to 

contribute to the low-carbon transition in the Irish transport sector is obvious. 

From an institutional perspective, however, the TruckSafe standard was reported by 

interviewees to have not been sufficiently recognised at government level to date. This 

includes rewarding companies that engage in the voluntary scheme. Key informants reported 

struggles to reach the correct staff members in DTTAS to promote and reference the scheme in 

its communications, which has limited uptake of the standard and associated emissions 

reduction benefits across the freight industry. It could be enhanced through further referencing 

and promotion of the scheme by DTTAS.   

Further institutional support in making low-cost elements mandatory in freight may also 

quickly reduce emissions in the sector, in combination with industry standards (e.g. for eco-

driving training to become mandatory, with companies supported by the state to invest in such 

training). A culture of enforcement and compliance is also reported by interviewees to be 

missing in the freight sector. This further limits the uptake of industry standards like TruckSafe 

and causes some in the industry to question why they should invest in positive changes while 

others do not. With issues of competitiveness at stake, there is a need to enhance the level of 

inspections, implementation and follow-up by relevant authorities in the institutional 

framework (including the Road Safety Authority) to bring consistency and oversight to the 

freight sector. This is essential to reward those making progress through such voluntary best-

practice schemes.  

 

 

 

The overall lack of prioritisation of transport research was also alluded to by key 

informants in an Irish context, reflected, for example, in the lack of a dedicated 

transport research institution in Ireland. This compares, for instance, to the 

establishment of Teagasc for the agriculture sector, despite a similar emissions 

profile. Funding for transport research was also deemed to be less than for other 

sectors. 

Tackling the lack of a low-carbon priority throughout Irish transport governance is a 

first step to enact necessary transition supports and initiatives. Aligning transport 

policies and institutions with a low-carbon agenda, garnering political support and 



WHAT DRIVES THE TRANSPORT SYSTEM—CONTESTED INSTITUTIONAL PRIORITIES        31  
 

 

 

 

legitimacy around the urgency of the problem and gaining consensus on 

appropriate framings is essential. Achieving this in practice, however, would be 

difficult, given the level of fragmentation reported within the Irish transport 

institutional architecture, as explored in the next chapter from the perspective of 

those operating in the sector. 

 

Case Study C: All-Day Transportation in Zurich 

The creation of an ‘all-day transportation’ system in Zurich, Switzerland showcases best 

practice in connecting transport and land-use planning, understanding and responding to travel 

behaviour, and progressing passenger transport development and priorities beyond a 

commuter focus. Recognising that c.40 per cent of journeys people make were for leisure 

activities in Zurich (e.g. to mountains, hikes, ski slopes, etc), the need to develop high-quality 

public transport links to places of recreation was prioritised. Understanding the reasons why 

people travel was crucial in this context, along with a strong leading role by Zurich’s local 

government. 

Zurich is ranked second in the Sustainable Cities Mobility Index 2017. This index assesses urban 

mobility across the three pillars of sustainability: people, planet and profit (Arcadis, 2018). 

Second to Hong Kong, Zurich scores particularly highly in its economic and environmental 

credentials (emissions and pollution basis). Zurich is rated 7th in the environmental dimension 

while Hong Kong is ranked 53rd, raising questions regarding the weighting and prioritisation of 

‘sustainability’ over ‘low-carbon’ elements in the overall result. 

Zurich has a challenging population profile; its number of residents (415,000) is exceeded by 

the number of people working in Zurich (450,000) and the population of the larger 

metropolitan region (1 million) (Arcadis, 2018). This results in a high volume of trips within and 

outside the city. Local government efforts and commitments towards long-term sustainability 

frameworks, including the development of an overarching mobility plan, have been key to the 

city’s transportation successes. Strategien Zurich 2025, published in 2012, included a 

commitment to upgrade, expand and improve public transportation, even though the city 

already has one of the most efficient networks in the world (Curtis and Scheurer, 2017). The 

strategy also included priorities for developing a safer cycling network and pathways to replace 

diesel buses with electric trolleybuses to further improve the environmental profile of the 

system.  
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Moving beyond passenger transport priorities and to further ease road congestion and 

emissions, the Zurich strategy also includes plans for project Cargo Sous Terrain. Addressing 

the freight sector, this encompasses ‘a subterranean logistics network [that] will transport 

goods between Swiss economic centers via a network of tunnels’ by 2030 (Arcadis, 2018: 20). It 

is proposed that autonomous vehicles will then distribute goods from a number of reloading 

hubs in the cities. 

With bus or tram stops available at intervals of 300 metres, the quality, resilience and 

efficiency of the public transport network in Zurich is exemplary. This is reflected in its high 

public transport usage, with trips per capita standing at 401 per year, the highest of 21 cities 

assessed by Curtis and Scheurer (2017). Zurich delivers one of the highest densities of rail 

stations, retaining ‘regional light rail or branch lines to primarily service recreational areas 

along coastlines and mountains, a type of infrastructure that typically did not survive the post-

war era of rapid motorization in other cities’ (Curtis and Scheurer , 2017: 101). Additional cable 

cars and ferries address topographical challenges. Zurich is a model city for all-day 

transportation development, with multi-directionality and mode type expanded across the 

entire cantonal region. It provides inspiration to Ireland in terms of the transport approach and 

priorities adopted, as well as the strong leading role of local government institutions in 

planning, mapping out and delivering success. 
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Chapter 7 
Who Shapes Transport Outcomes—A 
Fragmented Governance Landscape  
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7.1 Institutional Fragmentation 

The third theme to emerge from the research relates to a governance landscape 

characterised by significant fragmentation. Transport is not unique in this regard. 

There has been a progressive ‘agencification’ of the Irish state in recent decades. 

Comparative research has found that, across sectors, regulatory agencies in Ireland 

enjoy the highest level of formal independence across 17 Western European 

countries (Gilardi, 2005). The array of institutions responsible for governance of the 

transport sector––and thus charged with decarbonising it––includes a complex 

ecosystem of institutions operating at various scales and with varying degrees of 

influence over different parts of the system.  

The governance landscape for transport in Ireland is characterised by much 

fragmentation and complexity, the third theme to emerge from the interview data. 

There are over 70 bodies involved, including a myriad of agencies, local authorities, 

task forces and private companies. Even at a regional level, over 30 agencies 

manage, regulate, finance or enforce Dublin’s transport system (Thomas, 2018). 

Interviewees reported that this creates problems of accountability, poor forward 

planning, and inertia in advancing the low-carbon transition. For example, several 

interviewees alluded to the number of actors involved in planning, managing and 

maintaining roads, which prevents concerted action in the installation of cycle 

lanes. Different actors are responsible for motorway, national, regional and local 

roads as well as pavements and lighting. This has resulted in the creation of a 

disjointed cycle network, limiting the appeal and accessibility of this zero-carbon 

transport option for individuals.  

Figure 5 provides a map of some of the key governance institutions relevant to the 

transport sector. This figure is illustrative rather than comprehensive, imposing an 

artificial ‘order’ and interactions on what is a more complex and nuanced system in 

reality. The figure would look very different if it were designed to display relevant 

governance institutions for particular subsectors of transport, such as road 

transport, public transport, or freight. Thus, Figure 5 should be interpreted as a 

high-level representation of the transport sector. 

Interviewees identified the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport, the 

National Transport Authority and Transport Infrastructure Ireland as the most 

influential institutions in the governance of the passenger transport sector. For 

freight, the Road Safety Authority was pinpointed as particularly influential. These 

four institutions are discussed in more detail below to highlight the respective roles 

of each organisation and the degree to which low-carbon transition features in their 

institutional mandates and structures, along with other pertinent transport 

authorities identified by the researchers. 
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Figure 5: Illustrative mapping of Irish transport governance institutions 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Source: Authors’ compilation 
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7.2 Key Institutions in Transport Governance 

7.2.1 Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 

The first government department featuring ‘transport’ in its title―the Department 

of Transport and Power―was established in 1959. Over the years, the department’s 

transport remit has been combined with a number of other policy areas, including 

energy, communications, tourism and sport. It has undergone a total of 10 name 

changes since its establishment during the 16th Dáil. The department took its 

current form and mandate―the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 

(DTTAS)—in 2011. DTTAS’s high-level mission includes the overall ‘safe and 

sustainable development of transport, tourism, and sport’ in Ireland, with the 

intention ‘to support economic growth and social progress’ (DTTAS, 2016). The 

department emphasises its importance in ensuring the ‘efficiency, reliability and 

safety’ of Irish transport, stimulating and sustaining the economy, and reducing 

regional economic disparities. It also acknowledges the potential challenges and 

uncertainties posed by Brexit on Irish transport and tourism in particular. ‘Safety, 

accessibility and sustainability’ are identified as key ingredients to the department’s 

longer-term plans for transport network expansion on the ground and in the sea 

and air. 

DTTAS’s strategic objectives with respect to public transport relate to public cost 

and infrastructure investment primarily, to ensure ‘the provision of a well 

functioning, integrated public transport system which enhances competitiveness, 

sustains economic progress, promotes balanced regional development and 

contributes to social cohesion’ (DTTAS, 2019). ). Journey avoidance, modal shift and 

environmental ambitions are not explicitly stated in these objectives, signalling 

misalignment with the ‘Avoid, Shift, Improve’ framework for sustainable mobility 

mooted at EU level (Stucki, 2015; EEA, 2016).  

Departmental achievements listed on the DTTAS website since 2016 include a focus 

on increased funding and tourism numbers, supports for rural transport, and the 

development of regional airports. While there is acknowledgement of 

developments and investment in Luas and railway extensions, and the Greenway 

cycling and walking infrastructure, several departmental achievements and 

priorities are largely carbon-intensive in nature. These include, for example, 

consideration of Irish airport capacity and the potential to add another terminal at 

Dublin Airport, and a desire to increase the number of overseas visitors to Ireland 

(with implications for aviation and further transport emissions) – all of which have 

obvious economic benefits. 

Integration with wider government policy on low-carbon transition is, however, 

outlined in DTTAS’s more comprehensive Statement of Strategy 2016-2019. This 

includes commitments to ‘large emissions reductions’ from the sector, the 

increased use of renewables, and the need to mainstream ‘climate policy across all 

transport sectors’ (DTTAS, 2016). The strategy places an emphasis on technological 
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progress and cost-effective options to meet these commitments, and recognises the 

need for enhanced collaboration, both internally and externally with other 

government departments, agencies and stakeholders. DTTAS is also responsible for 

preparing the transport component of mitigation and adaptation planning and 

reporting under the 2015 Climate Action and Low Carbon Development Act. DTTAS 

has both a Climate Change Unit and a Sustainable Transport Division. According to 

some interviewees, however, such an approach has limited impact in embedding 

low-carbon priorities throughout the department and associated institutional 

planning, policy and practice. As a result, a low-carbon mission does not form the 

basis of every decision made in DTTAS, from budgetary spend to infrastructural 

project design and prioritisation. 

A total of 27 agencies and bodies are listed on the DTTAS website as residing under 

the aegis of the department across transport, tourism and sport categories. From a 

transport perspective, this includes a number of aviation and maritime (port) 

authorities as well as the National Transport Authority, Transport Infrastructure 

Ireland and the Road Safety Authority, as explored in more detail below. 

7.2.2 The National Transport Authority 

The National Transport Authority (NTA) is a statutory non-commercial body, 

operating under the aegis of the DTTAS. Originally established as a transport 

authority for the Greater Dublin Area under the Dublin Transport Authority Act 

2008, it was renamed the National Transport Authority in the Public Transport 

Regulation Act 2009. Its statutory and geographic remit has expanded since, 

including as a result of the Taxi Regulation Act 2013 and various statutory 

instruments. The NTA is governed by a board of up to 12 members appointed by the 

Minister for Transport, Tourism and Sport. This includes three reserved positions for 

the chief executive of the NTA, the holder of the office of Dublin city manager and 

another senior manager of the NTA. A chairperson and eight other ordinary 

members are appointed by the minister. A separate Advisory Committee for Small 

Public Service Vehicles also functions within the NTA structure to provide advice to 

the authority or the minister on issues relevant to small public service vehicles and 

their drivers. Members of the Advisory Committee are also appointed by the 

minister and consist of a number of driver (taxi) representatives, members of An 

Garda Síochána, consumer, tourism and other interest groups, a disability 

representative and a local authority member. 

At national level, the NTA is responsible for securing provision of public passenger 

transport services, licensing bus passenger services that are not subject to a public 

transport services contract, and developing and maintaining a regulatory framework 

for the control and operation of taxis, hackneys and limousines. Furthermore, the 

NTA promotes an integrated public transport network nationally; implements 

integrated ticketing, fares and information schemes; regulates fares, collects 

statistical transport data, and encourages increased public transport use. Most 

recently, the authority has sought to develop and implement a single public 

transport brand for Ireland, culminating in the development of the Transport for 

Ireland app and related services.  
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In the Greater Dublin Area (including counties Dublin, Kildare, Meath and Wicklow), 

the NTA is additionally responsible for preparing an integrated 20-year 

transportation strategy as well as a six-year integrated implementation plan and 

strategic traffic management plan. This additional focus is justified on the basis of 

the particular public transport and traffic management needs of the Eastern region 

of the country that comprises approximately 40 per cent of the national population 

and economic activity. The NTA ensures that the actions of implementing agencies 

are supportive of the strategy, allocates finance to these agencies, and undertakes 

works where it considers it more effective or economical to do so. The NTA is 

developing similar transportation strategies for other cities in Ireland, though these 

are not on a statutory basis as with the Greater Dublin Area. The NTA also 

administers the Smarter Travel Workplaces and Green Schools Travel programmes 

on behalf of DTTAS on a non-statutory basis.  

The NTA has a statutory obligation to have regard for cost-effectiveness and value 

for money in the discharge of its functions. This is at the expense of any explicit low-

carbon priorities. The NTA’s Statement of Strategy 2018-2022 nevertheless sets out 

a vision ‘to provide high quality, accessible, sustainable transport connecting people 

across Ireland’ (NTA, 2018). Further sub-goals highlight the desire to reduce carbon 

emissions through promoting a shift from the private car to more sustainable 

transport modes. 

Among interviewees, the perceived power of the NTA was varied. Perceptions of 

this institution ranged from high praise for its power and authority over transport 

actors and planning decisions (particularly in the Greater Dublin Area) to a 

perception that it is institutionally stretched in its renewed mandate to capture 

wider national interests. However, most of the interviewees saw the NTA as a 

principal influential actor in the transport governance landscape. 

7.2.3 Transport Infrastructure Ireland 

In August 2015, Transport Infrastructure Ireland (TII) was created from the merging 

of the National Roads Authority and the Railway Procurement Agency under the 

Roads Act 2015. It is a state agency responsible for national road and light-rail 

infrastructure (motorways, national roads and the Luas in Dublin) and aims to 

provide an integrated approach to transport infrastructure across both modes. Its 

mission is to deliver transport infrastructure and services that contribute to quality 

of life and support economic growth. Combining the commercial, technical and 

financial competencies of its legacy organisations, TII commits to achieving these 

objectives in a way that ensures value for money by virtue of its improved scale and 

united resources.  

TII is governed by a board of up to 14 members, appointed by the Minister of 

Transport, Tourism and Sport on the basis of their experience in relation to roads, 

transport, industrial, commercial, financial, or environmental matters. The board is 

directly responsible for the exercise of TII’s functions, but can delegate duties to 

committees with the approval of the minister. TII receives its funding from the 

DTTAS and from its tolling operations.  
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TII recognises the need for ‘major modal switch in passenger transport from car to 

public transport’, but also praises an improved road network for reducing 

congestion and thus traffic-related emissions (TII, 2019). TII identifies a range of 

challenges to transport and environmental systems, including demographic trends 

towards population growth in the urban hinterlands, the creation of longer-distance 

commuting patterns, and increased reliance on the private car, bolstered by a 

return to economic growth and increases in employment (TII, 2019). This signals TII 

awareness of unsustainable transport demand driven by spatial planning and 

settlement patterns. 

TII has sustainability as one of its strategic objectives in its Statement of Strategy 

(2018-2022). In 2018, it developed an internal sustainability statement, and this is 

currently being embedded into its projects, programmes and operations.  

Interviewees perceived TII decision-making however to be more influenced by road 

safety and development strategies, in keeping with its institutional legacies. Some 

interviewees suggested merging TII’s transport activities with the NTA to develop 

more holistic transport planning in Ireland. 

7.2.4 Road Safety Authority 

The Road Safety Authority (RSA) was formed in September 2006 as a statutory body 

following the passing of the Road Safety Authority Act 2006. As a result of the 2006 

Act, functions previously undertaken by DTTAS, the National Roads Authority and 

the National Safety Council were transferred to the RSA, bringing all activities 

related to road safety under one roof for the first time in Ireland. The RSA’s mission 

is to make roads safer for all users, with the aim of reducing the number of deaths 

and injuries on Irish roads. The current national Road Safety Strategy aims to reduce 

collisions, deaths and injuries by 30 per cent by 2020. Environment, sustainability 

and emissions do not currently feature in the RSA remit, directorate divisions or 

management structure. 

Despite the increase in car numbers by 66 per cent between 1997 and 2012, the 

RSA reports that road deaths have decreased by 65.7 per cent in the same period, 

making Ireland the forth safest country in the EU for road collision fatalities (RSA, 

2019). The RSA attributes this to the number of legislative, education, engineering 

and enforcement changes introduced, including, for example, enhanced alcohol 

testing, the penalty points scheme, vehicle testing and road upgrades. The financial 

benefits accrued include an estimated €1bn saving per annum in the cost of 

fatalities and serious injuries (RSA, 2019). The RSA also points to wider public health 

policy benefits to enhancing road safety, including well-being advantages associated 

with more walking and cycling due to a safer road environment, and environmental 

and emissions benefits from reducing congestion and improving driving skills. 

Improved driving skills is also reported to reduce fuel costs for businesses and 

industry. 

The RSA holds particular influence in the freight sector, according to interviewees, 

because of its role in guiding decisions related to vehicle roadworthiness, driver 
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fatigue and safety―the reported top concerns of the freight industry (expressed in 

interviews). The RSA has no mandate related to low-carbon transport, which 

perhaps limits awareness and action related to this topic in the freight sector.  

7.2.5 Córas Iompair Éireann 

Established in 1945, Córas Iompair Éireann (CIÉ) is Ireland’s national public transport 

provider. It is a statutory corporation answerable to government and responsible 

for most public transport in Ireland and, jointly with the Northern Ireland Transport 

Holding Company, the railway service between the Republic of Ireland and Northern 

Ireland.  

Since the enactment of the Transport (Re-organisation of Córas Iompair Éireann) 

Act 1986, CIÉ has been the holding company for the three largest internal transport 

companies in Ireland: Dublin Bus, Bus Éireann and Iarnród Éireann (Irish Rail). While 

the member companies retain their own independent board of directors and 

executive management team, CIÉ provides overall strategic direction and co-

ordination for the group, along with a number of centralised services. CIÉ Tours (a 

fourth member company) is the largest single generator of inward tourism from the 

USA to Ireland, offering tours around the country (CIÉ, 2019). CIÉ was originally to 

have operated the Luas tram system in Dublin, but that project was transferred to 

the newly created Railway Procurement Agency (CIÉ, 2019). Similar to other 

transport institutions, CIÉ is governed by a board of up to 12 members, appointed 

by the Minister for Transport.  

According to its 2017 annual report, CIÉ’s objectives related to the delivery of 

‘reliable, safe, sustainable and accessible public transport services in as efficient a 

manner as possible, while meeting our customers’ needs’ (CIÉ, 2018). Over 230 

million journeys are made on its network each year (up to 263.5 million in 2017) 

across national, regional and local bus and rail services, making it an important cog 

and centre of influence for decarbonising public transport services in Ireland. 

Indeed, a strong emissions focus is evident, with ‘Environment’ representing the 

first section explored as part of its annual reporting procedure (CIÉ, 2018). In the 

2017 report, the emphasis remained on modal shift, shifting private car use to 

public transport use. CIÉ estimates that, for every car replaced with public 

transport, fuel emissions improve by over 80 per cent (CIÉ, 2018). It also outlines 

additional health, social and wellbeing benefits to using public transport, including 

reduced stress, road accidents and congestion, and increased health and fitness. 

The organisation also welcomes technological improvements to the public sector 

fleet in the name of environment, including increased electrification options and 

hybrid bus fleets, as committed to in the NDP 2018-2027. 
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7.2.6 Other Pertinent Transport Institutions 

A range of other national bodies play various roles in governance and service 

provision in the transport sector. The Commission for Railway Regulation (CRR), for 

example, was established in 2006 under the Railway Safety Act 2005. This took 

place in the context of the EU Railway Safety Directive (2004/49/EC). The CRR is the 

national safety authority for the railway sector in the Republic of Ireland. It is 

responsible for ensuring that rail operators manage risks to safety in an effective 

manner through conformity assessment, compliance supervision and enforcement, 

as well as ensuring European and legislative harmonisation. Again, no explicit 

reference to low carbon is explicitly stated in its mandate. 

The Sustainable Energy Authority of Ireland (SEAI) was established under the 

Sustainable Energy Act 2002. It is the national energy authority, with associated 

statutory functions across energy efficiency, energy technology and innovation, and 

decarbonisation of energy supply, including renewables. SEAI is a key delivery 

agency for government, being allocated more than €100m of capital funding 

annually to support energy efficiency and renewable energy. Transport is not a 

significant part of its activities, but it is responsible for administering the grant 

scheme to incentivise EVs. Interviewees pointed to the fact that the SEAI focuses 

predominantly on the built environment (residential and industry) over transport, 

despite associated emissions profiles. Limited human resources are allocated within 

SEAI to the pursuit of electrifying transport, involving just one small unit and team 

of employees. 

Regarding lowering the carbon content of transport fuel, the National Oil Reserves 

Agency has responsibility for administering Ireland's Biofuel Obligation Scheme 

under the Energy (Biofuel Obligation and Miscellaneous Provisions) Act 2010. This 

gave effect to the provisions of the Council Directive 2009/28/EC on the promotion 

of the use of energy from renewable sources. Gas Networks Ireland and ESB, 

meanwhile, are responsible for the rollout of fuel infrastructure for compressed 

natural gas (CNG) vehicles and EVs in Ireland, respectively, demonstrating further 

fragmentation among institutions responsible for corresponding vehicle incentive 

schemes. This has created problems in matching fuelling and charging infrastructure 

with vehicle uptake, as illustrated in FTAI’s (2018) requests for government urgently 

to open 14 promised CNG refuelling stations to match commitments made by 

freight industry members in purchasing CNG vehicles. Similar contestations exist in 

the EV space, with the lack of charging infrastructure reported by interviewees to 

create range anxiety amongst potential consumers and limiting EV uptake to date.  

7.2.7 Local Authorities 

Finally, local authorities hold considerable influence over transport planning and 

governance at a local level, particularly with respect to the development of road 

infrastructure. They also hold the potential to identify which modes of local 

transport can be decarbonised and ensure that new vehicles in these sectors are 

powered by renewable sources. However, according to interviewees, local 

authorities are characterised by similar policy silos as the rest of the transport 
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ecosystem. They are reported to often work in isolation from one another, 

competing for funds and programmes, leading to diverse outcomes for transport at 

the local scale. For instance, comparing the cities of Limerick and Waterford, 

interviewees noted how different development pressures and council mentality 

have resulted in a continued hollowing-out of the urban core in Limerick and 

increased incentives given to the private car at the expense of other low-carbon 

transport modes (e.g. including increased car-parking infrastructure in the city). 

Waterford, by comparison, was reported to have benefited from an enthusiastic 

and forward-thinking city manager, resulting in more sustainable transport modes 

operating in the city, less congestion and a more liveable city overall. Such variances 

in performance highlight vulnerabilities at the local scale whereby advancing the 

low-carbon transition may become dependent on particular personalities or 

engaged council employees rather than representing a consistent and connected 

ambition for all. 

While the importance of sustainability champions is well cited in the literature 

(Wood et al., 2016), dependence on individual personalities throughout the 

institutional transport ecosystem was reported from within the sector to create 

inconsistencies in commitment, within but also beyond the local authority scale. 

This was seen to hamper the speed of change possible and ultimately delay 

progress in holistic low-carbon transition. One interviewee, for example, noted the 

delays encountered in achieving integrated ticketing in Ireland––an essential part of 

the modal shift puzzle from an ASI perspective. This interviewee largely attributed 

eventual success to the persistence of one departmental representative and 

changes in personnel in subsidiary companies where previous individuals had 

blocked progress. At the local authority scale, such human-resource vulnerabilities 

are further compounded by a lack of financial freedom. Local authorities are 

believed to be particularly disadvantaged by their inability to apply for European 

funding to invest in low-carbon infrastructure (as other European cities do). 

Reported failures of Irish local authorities to adhere to established sustainable 

transport hierarchies further reflect the silos, vulnerabilities and inconsistencies in 

the system. 

7.3 The Fragmented Governance Landscape in Action  

Case Study D showcases an example of how the fragmented governance landscape 

is playing out in practice in the Irish context, further highlighting elements requiring 

improvement. 

 

 

  



WHO SHAPES TRANSPORT OUTCOMES—A FRAGMENTED GOVERNANCE LANDSCAPE        43  
 

 

 

 

 

Case Study D: Governance of Light Rail (Luas) 

The operations and management of Irish light rail (Luas) is characterised by fragmented 

institutional arrangements, with numerous contracts splitting responsibilities across a plethora 

of public and private actors. With both central government and TII having oversight functions, 

this includes separate contracts for everyday operations, depots and driver management, park 

and ride (P&R) facilities, advertising and maintenance. According to key informants, the short-

term nature of many light-rail contracts further creates insecurity in the system.  

According to interviewees, blurred accountability lines in the Luas system inhibits holistic light-

rail planning and investment, leading to missed opportunities to connect the system to other 

forms of active mobility (e.g. providing bicycle locking facilities at P&Rs) and/or EV and car-

sharing schemes (e.g. overcoming legislative constraints on reserving places solely for EVs). The 

fragmented and short-term nature of contracts, meanwhile, is also believed to prohibit long-

term investment in the sub-sector. Examples cited include the potential to install new 

technologies on trams to make them more energy-efficient or investing in renewable energy 

(e.g. solar panels) to power elements of the infrastructure and depots/offices. 

 

.  

 

Fragmented decision-making is also reported by interviewees to have led to planning failures 

to connect recent Luas extensions to the M50 and develop more P&R nodes. Interviewees 

warned that further problems in rider capacity may also occur as a result of disconnected land-

use and transport planning (e.g. with respect to upcoming housing and retail development at 

the extremities of the Luas lines, namely Saggart and Cherrywood). Technology lock-in 

generated by one institution in the system may also prevent the installation of higher-capacity 

or more efficient trams to meet demand and enhance user experience, according to one 

interviewee. 

For some interviewees, public-private relations in the governance of this transport sub-sector 

are tense. Compared to international experiences, private-sector actors have struggled to 

shape Irish transport planning and implementation. The fragmented governance landscape in 

Ireland has thus resulted in missed opportunities for enhanced sustainability in public 

transport, limiting investment opportunities from the supply side and multi-modal shifts from 

the demand side.  

Institutional solutions may include fewer, more long-term contracts and dedicated fora (and 

budgets) for inclusive and collaborative light-rail planning and investment. There is also 

potential for more transparent participation by contracted operators. 
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The characteristics illustrated in Case Study D were reported by interviewees in 

other transport sectors. For example, during the application for planning permission 

for the pedestrianisation of College Green, Dublin City Council, the NTA, Dublin Bus, 

Luas operators, cycling campaigners, trade unions, private carpark owners and city 

businesses, among others, reportedly vied for influence in this planning process. 

There was no structured forum for their inclusion or early engagement for 

compromise-seeking and consensus-building. Interviewees highlighted a failure to 

account for the impacts of the plaza on the wider city .  

Interviewees also criticised the building of two separate Luas lines initially, with 

later work required to connect them. For several interviewees, similar questions 

now arise on progression of the Metro line that will again disrupt the Luas track. 

The lack of connected, forward-looking and long-term thinking was paramount for 

interviewees. One participant in particular claimed that the Irish transport system is 

plagued by planning ‘on the hoof’. This interviewee stressed a need for institutions 

to conduct project assessments up front that take into account social, economic, 

infrastructural and end-user impacts as well as the ‘fit’ of the project within the 

wider transport system. 

Another participant spoke of difficulties in connecting with the ‘right’ people in 

DTTAS and shock at realising that, after years of communications with the 

department, their message was not being forwarded to the right unit or staff. This 

inhibited action, support and change in freight industry standards, including 

emissions reductions. Perceived silos and fragmentation within DTTAS was a key 

issue for this participant, reflecting the failure of the Department to mainstream 

‘climate policy across all transport sectors’. 

Overall, many interviewees argued that addressing institutional complexities and 

fragmented governance is essential to advance low-carbon transition in transport. 

Similarly with respect to the incentivisation of EVs, one interviewee pointed to 

limited EV mandate and powers in DTTAS, with electrification and utility interests 

seen to reside with DCCAE, vehicle grant schemes with SEAI, and charging 

infrastructure responsibilities with ESB. Moreover, they argued that DCCAE has 

‘enough on its plate’ and that EVs will never represent a top priority for DCCAE, 

compared to what it could in DTTAS. They further highlighted that this setup is 

unusual internationally, whereby EV roll-out tends to reside solely with national 

transport departments.  

7.4 Overcoming Institutional Fragmentation 

One governmental attempt to overcome challenges of institutional fragmentation 

involved the creation of a taskforce focused on increasing the deployment of EVs. 

Case Study E discusses how this focused taskforce succeeded in bringing together 

the diverse range of state actors as well as providing a forum for interaction with a 

wider array of stakeholders. This model holds promise for delivering progress in 

other areas of low-carbon transport.  
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While the LEV Taskforce provides an institutional fix to fragmentation in a specific 

sub-sector, broader institutional arrangements will be needed to address the wider 

transport system. Pursuing individual transport solutions in isolation may still give 

rise to unintended consequences. For example, EVs reduce emissions but do not 

address congestion or promote active mobility.  

A more profound approach to dealing with fragmentation would involve further 

institutional mergers, particularly the creation of one holistic transport authority. 

This approach was advocated by several interviewees. It is also advocated by Zipper 

(2018) with respect to the amalgamation of transit agencies in the United States to 

promote more unified transport management and enable more coherent allocation 

of street space. This allocation mission could be devised in Ireland to prioritise 

space in keeping with the lowest carbon options. Some interviewees proposed 

merging TII and NTA in order to bring coherence to public transport planning and 

roads development. 

Resistance to change by agencies that are reluctant to cede control may be a barrier 

to more unified transport management (Zipper, 2018). Because of this, other 

interviewees advocated using existing powers and levers in the governance system 

to create desired changes. Indeed, several interviewees recognised existing 

expertise and solutions in institutions, and pointed to the need to leverage this 

knowledge in order to implement progressive decisions, assign budget and 

regulatory power and scale up low-carbon initiatives.  

Regardless of the approach taken, creating a more coherent and connected system 

is required to advance the low-carbon transition. This would ensure that transport 

decisions and actions are cognisant of other sectoral developments, 

complementarities are maximised between modes, co-benefits are achieved, and 

unintended consequences or rebound effects are accounted for.  

The final chapter combines findings from both the desk-based and field research 

(including the three key interview themes) to provide conclusions and 

recommendations with respect to advancing the low-carbon transition in Irish 

transport. 
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Case Study E: LEV Taskforce 

The 2016 Programme for a Partnership Government pledged to make Ireland a leader in the 

take-up of EVs, and committed to ‘establish a dedicated taskforce involving relevant 

government departments, agencies, industry and representative groups, to work on this goal 

and to set ambitious and achievable targets’ (Government of Ireland, 2016).  

In the EV policy space, DTTAS is responsible for policy development related to mode share, 

DCCAE is responsible for policy development related to transport fuels and electricity 

generation, and vehicles are a joint responsibility. A range of other actors are involved, 

including SEAI as implementing agency for the EV purchase grants and the public engagement 

programme, the National Transport Agency as implementing agency for the Small Public 

Service Vehicle scheme, and ESB as the actor responsible for developing public charging 

infrastructure. Meanwhile, the Department of Finance has responsibility for fiscal policy 

(including relating to vehicle and fuel taxation) and the Department of Public Expenditure and 

Reform has oversight of public spending. Finally, local authorities are responsible for decisions 

around charging for parking at public charging points.  

The objective of the LEV Taskforce is to ‘[p]resent a range of measures and options that will 

assist in accelerating the deployment of LEVs in Ireland’ (LEV Taskforce 2018). It is chaired 

jointly by DTTAS and DCCAE, and includes representatives across the public sector, including all 

of the actors mentioned in the previous paragraph. It has also conducted consultations with a 

wide range of industry, stakeholder and representative groups during the course of its work.  

The LEV Taskforce consists of three working groups, dealing respectively with: i) market growth 

stimuli, visibility and public leadership, ii) infrastructure, regulation, pricing, and iii) legislation 

and building regulations. It has helped to develop joined-up thinking on key policy issues and 

has been particularly useful in bringing in the wider range of governance actors that have a role 

in this policy space. Its recommendations on further incentives were broadly enacted in Budget 

2018, including introduction of a zero per cent Benefit in Kind rate for EVs.  

It was also noted, however, that its work on EVs was more straightforward than in other 

transport arenas because it was relatively clear to participants what the challenges were and 

what needed to be done to overcome them. This contrasts with the taskforce’s work on 

alternative fuels, where there is less clarity on future pathways and policy options. 
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Chapter 8 
Conclusions and Recommendations  



CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS       48  
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

8.1 Introduction 

The time is opportune for transformative approaches to low-carbon transition. Calls 

for climate action are growing worldwide. Increasingly tangible effects of climate 

change are being felt in Ireland and elsewhere; for example, through increased 

extreme weather events. There is growing awareness of the co-benefits and 

opportunities that the low-carbon transition offers. These moments of crisis and 

climate awakening make it a good time to garner societal and political support for 

low-carbon transition. 

This report is cognisant of the need to develop enabling institutional architecture to 

advance the low-carbon transition, while at the same time recognising the 

additional factors, processes and framings that will exert influence. The following 

recommendations therefore reflect proposed changes to both the institutional 

framework and connections to the wider governance system, political processes 

and society. They build on the three key themes that emerged from interviews with 

key stakeholders, combining and aligning bottom-up and top-down governance 

processes to transform how the transport system operates, what drives it, and 

ultimately who shapes transport outcomes. 

8.2 Acknowledging Complexities in the Sector 

Our first key research theme concerned how the transport system operates, where 

we highlighted the inherent complexities of the sector. These include internal 

tensions between public and private, rural and urban, and special interests versus 

the public interest. We also noted the complex ways in which transport interacts 

with broader policy objectives, sectors and systems. Most prominently, transport is 

intimately connected with our systems of spatial planning, but through, for 

example, decisions on locating hospitals and schools, transport is also connected to 

the health and education sectors. In advancing the low-carbon transition, these 

complexities need to be accounted for in three key ways: 

 Collaborative, adaptive and reflexive policymaking will be critical to developing 

a low-carbon transport system. This will require input from a diverse range of 

public, private and civil society actors. While there have been some positive 

attempts to bring such stakeholders together in transport (e.g. the NESC 2015 

forum), more is required to develop common agendas, complementary ambition 

and concerted action. Stakeholder engagement is essential to enhance 
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transparency and democracy in decision-making processes, ensure greater 

credibility, legitimacy, trust and uptake of decisions and ultimately generate 

better outcomes (Fiorino, 1990). 

 Bottom-up approaches to low-carbon transport are needed to take account of 

geographical variations, differing technical possibilities and the rural-urban 

divide in Ireland. These complexities mean different transport solutions in 

different geographical areas and sub-sectors (e.g. passenger compared to 

freight). For example, rural towns and villages rely more heavily on buses as a 

public transport option, while EVs might hold more promise to decarbonise 

isolated rural households. Understanding, developing and tailoring transport 

solutions to local contexts will thus be crucial. 

 Understanding transport as a social practice is essential to promote positive 

behaviour change across freight and passenger transport categories. This takes 

the practice of travel as the primary unit of intervention (rather than the 

individual) and considers the socio-cultural, technical and governance forces that 

shape these (Shove, 2003; Warde, 2005). Designing and implementing 

appropriate combinations of these interventions will be critical to advancing low-

carbon transition.  

8.3 Challenging Institutional Priorities 

Our second key theme concerns the drivers of the transport system. We showed 

that historical legacies and contestation between institutional priorities have 

shaped the development of a carbon-intensive transport system to date. Low-

carbon transition has yet to be embedded in these priorities, and there is  persisting 

disagreement over what low-carbon transition might entail. To align institutional 

priorities with a low-carbon ambition: 

 Transport policy-making should align with international sustainable mobility 

thinking that promotes an ‘Avoid, Shift, Improve’ (ASI) framework for both 

passenger and freight transport. This could more clearly emphasise a hierarchy 

that focuses on: reducing journeys in the first place (demand management); 

achieving modal shift (from private car to active and public transport modes and 

road- and aviation-based freight to rail, maritime and ‘last-mile delivery’ 

options), and improving mode efficiencies (including a move away from the 

internal combustion engine, electrifying the system and promoting the sharing 

economy).  

 High-level direction from the highest levels of central government is critical to 

steer investors, consumers and citizens towards a low-carbon future. This 

includes leadership from the Department of Transport, Tourism and Sport 

(DTTAS) to guide the plethora of transport institutions that operate under its 

remit. It must be underpinned by a whole-of-government approach and 

enhanced policy co-ordination that prioritises climate action and low-carbon 

living. Mandated responsibilities for climate action and commitment across 
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government could be considered, such as re-establishing the position of Minister 

of State for Sustainable Transport.   

 The mandates of transport governance actors should align with low-carbon 

transition, from state agencies to local authorities. These could be revised to 

include a statutory commitment to develop and prioritise low-carbon transport 

options. Current institutional mandates in the sector do not include a strong 

commitment to low-carbon transition and, for the most part, according to 

interviewees, do not dominate everyday thinking, decision-making and actions. 

More detailed carbon accounting, and a heavier weight assigned to this, could 

also feature in project appraisals to inform institutional decisions about 

transport investments.  

 Leadership by example in the public sector is important to promote low-carbon 

options and showcase commitment to more sustainable practices. This could 

include not just central government but also, for example, local authorities 

switching fleets to electrified alternatives. The civil service could also give 

priority in hiring and promotion to environmental expertise across physical and 

social sciences and those who have made carbon savings through their work. 

Civil service incentives could also be better aligned with a low-carbon mission, 

including, for example, the car mileage regime that currently prioritises larger 

engine sizes and discourages public and active transport use. 

8.4 Interrogating the Institutional Landscape 

Our third key research theme identified who shapes transport outcomes. We 

painted a picture of a fragmented governance landscape, and profiled the key 

actors and how they relate to each other. Building on this analysis, we suggest 

below a number of institutional mechanisms that could be pursued in order to 

overcome or ameliorate this institutional fragmentation. 

 Taskforces: The LEV Taskforce provided a structured forum to bring together the 

key actors to unblock policy action for EV incentivisation. Consideration could be 

given to replicating this model for other sectoral challenges. Such taskforces 

could combine insights from public, private, academic and civil society 

organisations, with the aim of providing a robust and balanced evidence base for 

transport policy-making. 

 Hubs and public-private partnerships: The creation of multi-modal transport 

hubs that effectively connect public, private and active transport modes holds 

promise in the Irish passenger transport context. This includes enhanced park 

and ride facilities at the edge of cities to alleviate issues with sprawling 

settlement patterns and curb fossil-fuelled private car use through prioritising 

pedestrian greenways, bicycle storage facilities, car-pooling initiatives, EV 

charging points, and high-frequency bus, rail and Luas lines. Similar distribution 

hubs could be established to decarbonise freight, acknowledging the road 

dependency of many of our port connections currently, and to increase the use 
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of rail and electric freight transport options. Public-private partnerships may be 

an appropriate business model for progressing such low-carbon hubs to leverage 

funding and expertise from both professional spheres. 

 Forums for peer learning: Villages, towns and cities across Ireland need further 

opportunities to learn from each other in order to scale up innovative low-

carbon transport solutions. There are a variety of settlement sizes that could 

learn from one another’s experimental approaches, while recognising important 

differences across the transport landscape. This would introduce a much-needed 

level of reflexivity into the system and allow low-carbon transport innovations 

(technological, social and economic) to be tested, compared and revised in local 

conditions. 

 Deliberative forums for stakeholder and citizen participation: Structured 

inclusion of private and civil society actors can enhance transparency and 

moderate the impact of lobbying by special interests. Building on the model of 

the Citizens’ Assembly, further engagement of the public in low-carbon transport 

planning is also required to enhance buy-in and ensure locally relevant decisions 

and success. Public information offices could be established, with structured 

citizen assembly processes and town-hall-style meetings. 

 Research infrastructure for transport policy-making: There is a need for more 

evidence-based policymaking to advance the low-carbon transition in Irish 

transport. This requires more diverse, interdisciplinary and inclusive transport 

research, as well as channels of communication and absorptive capacity in the 

policy-making system, including the potential for ‘learning’ or intermediary 

institutions for enhanced knowledge exchange between academia and 

government. Increased support for social and behavioural sciences to 

understand why passengers and freight companies travel as they do should be 

combined with pioneering insights from engineering fields for enhanced 

technology adoption. Participatory backcasting research that adopts a social-

practice orientation could help to create implementable transition frameworks 

for change. 
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