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Introduction

The transport infrastructure of Northern Ireland and delivering improvements thereof has been at a disadvantage due to the criterion contained within the European Cohesion Fund. Whilst our nearest foreign neighbour has reaped significant advantages through qualification for funding in the past, Northern Ireland has not enjoyed the same advantages.

Based upon regulation 1116/94, a member-state is eligible for Cohesion Funding if (a) it has a gross national product (GNP), measured in purchasing power parities, of less than 90% of the European Union average and/or (b) has a programme leading to fulfilment of the conditions of economic convergence as set out in Article 104c of the Treaty establishing the European Community (that is to say, avoidance of excessive government deficits)
While the UK as a whole does not meet the criterion pertaining to gross national product, Northern Ireland as a region of the United Kingdom did at the commencement of the programme. Figures released by Eurostat for 2002 showed that Northern Ireland remains one of the most disadvantaged areas of the United Kingdom in terms of GDP per capita, lagging behind 9 other regions in the UK. Thus Northern Ireland was a casualty of Cohesion Funding being nationally-orientated rather than regionally orientated.
Over the course of the Cohesion Funding period Ireland (along with Spain, Portugal and Greece) benefited enormously from the Cohesion Fund. The Cloghran – Lissenhall Road alone cost 95,131,150 euros. A total of 778,268,348 euros was allocated on improving roads in the Republic of Ireland under the Cohesion Fund, while 216,660,145 euros was apportioned to rail improvements and Irish ports received 44,061,468 euros, with an additional 3,250,000 euros going to “freight development at Dublin Airport”. 

The total transport allocation for the Republic of Ireland under the Cohesion Fund was 1.042 billion euros and an additional 1.04 billion under environmental projects bringing a combined total of nearly 2.1 billion euros.
Northern Ireland has not enjoyed any of the many benefits of Cohesion Funding that the Irish Republic has. This situation could have been avoided and Northern Ireland’s transport network could have been greatly enhanced had the European Union been prepared to adopt a regional approach to funding. 
It is a great shame that they chose not to do so and this opportunity to develop Northern Ireland’s transport infrastructure has been missed. This disadvantage means that Northern Ireland has a considerable gap to close in terms of transport development.

Good transport links are not merely a matter of convenience but are critical to attracting inward investment. The fact that under the proposed Regional Aid Guidelines, Northern Ireland will also have to forego its capability to offer Selective Financial Assistance to potential large investors (while the BMW region of Ireland continues to attract special objective status), further compounds the disadvantage being heaped upon Northern Ireland by EU policy.
Roads & Trans European Transport Networks

The road between Larne (Northern Ireland’s second port) and Belfast (Northern Ireland’s primary port) has been earmarked as being a priority section under project number 13 of the Trans-European Transport network. It is our view that this vital infrastructural work must be completed on time in order to harmonise with European Union standards.

The west of Northern Ireland has suffered due to a lack of development of the transport network, this has inhibited business expansion and deterred outside investment. It is our belief that this serious problem must be tackled through the extension of the TETN programme to cover stretches of road in the underdeveloped west of the Province, particularly to Enniskillen, Omagh and Londonderry.

Thus key stretches of road which should be afforded consideration for addition to the scheme include:

· A4 between Ballygawley and Enniskillen.

· A5 between Ballygawley and Londonderry, via Omagh.
The development and upgrading of these sections of road will afford increased investment opportunities into the west of Northern Ireland and encourage increased economic growth in an economically underdeveloped area of the province. 
Whereas the south of the Province is set to benefit from improvements to the Dublin Road, the North of Northern Ireland has obvious needs. The provision of dual capacity from north of Ballymena through to Coleraine would not only encourage economic development but would also greatly assist the important tourist industry on the north coast.
A recent study by Colin Stutt Consulting made the case for a southern by-pass around Enniskillen town. The report concluded that the provision of such a by-pass was essential to prevent “congestion…becoming a major constraint on economic growth and development” in the town. 
Fermanagh has no rail system and a dispersed population. Accordingly the condition of the county’s road network will have a direct impact upon the economic well-being and development of the area. 

From a domestic perspective, departmental investment in the roads infrastructure has been poor; this has been documented in a study carried out by Peter Quinn Consultancy Services in April 2002. From a European perspective, the release of funds to enable this work to commence could prove to be a primer to a sustained period of economic rejuvenation in County Fermanagh and the rural west of Northern Ireland.   
Rail Infrastructure

The Northern Ireland Railway operating route is 189.5 miles long; the combined operating track length is approximately 272.5 miles in length. Approximately 46,000 passenger trains run annually. There were 6.5 million passenger journeys in 2002-2003, that equates to approximately 156 million passenger miles. The NIR “catchment” area covers approximately 75% of the provinces population, yet the rail transport infrastructure remains in a poor and deteriorating condition. The quality of train track requires urgent attention, particularly the route to Londonderry, which must be preserved. The introduction of a new generation of trains is very welcome.
The service provided is in need of a radical overhaul in order to facilitate the transition of people out of their private cars and onto the public transport network. The European Union can play a vital role in that task. The Northern Ireland Railways Strategic Review stated “the benefits of investing in NIR will flow to both users and non-users of railway services in Northern Ireland and will include elements such as travel time savings, reduced traffic accident costs and environmental benefits”. 
Travelling by train must be made convenient, reliable and comfortable. Investment is needed in order to upgrade the quality of rolling stock, the state of tracks and the cleanliness and aesthetic pleasantness of local stations in order to make use of this vital branch of the public transport system an enjoyable and comfortable experience. 
Under Cohesion Funding, the rail network in the Republic of Ireland benefited to the tune of 216,660,145 euros for the type of improvements outlined above. A figure approaching a third of that total would make an absolutely enormous contribution to delivering a modern twenty-first century rail network capable of attracting significant numbers of new users. 
The Northern Ireland Railways Strategic Review identified an “Expanded Offering” option that would entail increasing patronage of NIR and deliver a “radical enhancement of services” to customers. Under the option it is envisaged that the total NIR patronage will rise from 6.5 million in 2002/03 to 13.4 million by 2028/29 i.e. an annual average rate of +3%. To attain this, investment of £52million, in addition to capital expenditure over the course of a twenty-five year period will be required. 

When one considers that over the four year period of the first round of Cohesion Funding, the Republic of Ireland (by current exchange rates) benefited to the tune of £149,420,789, it is modest to argue that Northern Ireland Rail should receive assistance to the tune of £52million over a period of twenty-five years from the Cohesion Fund. 
Ports and Harbours
The total tonnage through Northern Ireland’s ports in 2003 was 21,974 thousand tonnes compared to 21,363 the previous year. The total tonnage comprised 15,250 tonnes of inward traffic and 6,724 thousands tonnes of outward traffic. The majority of this traffic (60.1%) came through the Port of Belfast, while 19.7% of total traffic came through Larne. 587,294 tourist vehicle passed through Ulster ports in 2003. This compared with 572,132 in 2002 – an increase of 2.7%. The increase in tonnage is to be compared with other UK ports such as Felixstowe which actually experienced a decline in usage during the same period.
With the closure of Harland and Wolff Shipyard, a major area around the port of Belfast is now due for substantial redevelopment. Improving transport infrastructure will be a vital component in ensuring the economic success and growth of the project. The European Union has a vital role to play in this area. Improvements to the ferry terminal in the port are called for in order to make the building more amenable to the new influx of tourists that can be expected as a consequence of the city’s broadening appeal.

The port of Warrenpoint is to be given a grant of £13.5m by the Department for Regional Development for the development of an existing roll-on-roll-off berth. We welcome this additional investment in Northern Ireland’s ports infrastructure although we do have reservations as to how this might distort the market. Similar funding should be made available in order to support the redevelopment of the berths at the port of Larne which will be commencing soon, in order to accommodate larger vessels.  

Conclusion 

There is no doubt that Northern Ireland has suffered as a consequence of not qualifying for Cohesion Funding. This situation could have been positively addressed if a more regional-orientated approach had been adopted at the commencement of the programme. Despite positive indicators of an up-turn in the Northern Ireland economic situation (as evidenced in the GDP per capita figures), Northern Ireland continues to lag behind the remainder of the United Kingdom. The European Union through a targeted and sustained programme of investment could have a positive role to play in facilitating the enhancement and growth of Ulster’s economy well into the twenty-first century.
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