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Report on M50
Removal of West Link Tolls and Opening of the Port Tunnel
In the first instance it should be recognised that traffic congestion/delays on the M50 are not confined to the West-Link Toll Bridge.

Traffic flows on the M50 at peak times are so large in relation to the operational capacity of the road and its junctions that operational speeds drop and queues build up at particular locations on the network such as merge and diverge ramps at interchanges, the toll plaza, and at locations of minor accidents and breakdowns.

The pattern that has developed in recent years has been that the periods of peak traffic have spread such that over the course of the working day off-peak traffic volumes are approaching peak volumes.
If tolling at West-Link were removed today the effects would most likely be:

· an increase in traffic on the M50 particularly on the toll road section of the motorway

· a marginal localised improvement in the average speed on the West-Link section due to the absence of plaza queuing particularly at off-peak hours and 

· a deterioration in flows at the nearby merge/diverge ramps at the interchanges, most particularly at peak hours due to the increase in traffic volumes
In overview it is considered that the net effect of these changes would be minor improvements to road users in that traffic speeds at West Link would improve in the off-peak period but other areas could show some dis-improvement particularly during the working day.
The solution to the congestion on the M50 requires the implementation of the M50 Upgrade project and as part of that a move to free flow tolling at West-Link.  The M50 Upgrade Motorway Scheme and EIS were published in September 2004.  The upgrade involves the widening of approximately 32km of motorway from 2 to 3 lanes in each direction, from the M50/M1 interchange near Dublin Airport through to the Sandyford Interchange and the upgrade of 10 junctions along this length.
As the Members are aware the upgrade work will take place in three phases, Phase 1, which has commenced, is between the Ballymount and N4 Roundabouts and is due for completion in mid 2008.  Phase 2 comprises the widening of the remainder of the M50, with the exception of the West-Link section, and the upgrade of the other interchanges.  The NRA is aiming to award the contract for Phase 2 in mid 2007 and expects that construction will be completed in 2010.  Phase 3 comprises the widening of the West-Link section from the N3 to the N4 which is expected to be completed by mid 2008.

A crucial element of the M50 Upgrade Scheme is the planned removal of the West Link Toll Plaza and its replacement with barrier free open road tolling.  Under open road tolling, rather than having to stop for the purpose of toll payment the identification of vehicles will be facilitated by two means (i) Automated Vehicle Identification (AVI) technology via use of On Board Units (OBU’s) and (ii) an Automatic Number Plate Recognition (ANPR) system (i.e. video enforcement) with users availing of either pre or post payment schemes.

The NRA is currently evaluating the tenders received for the barrier free toll system and a contract is planned to be awarded in February/March 2007.  The successful tenderer will be responsible for the design, implementation and operation of the free flow tolling arrangements which are planned to become operational in quarter 3 of 2008.  This will coincide with the completion of Phase 1 of the upgrade of the M50, the section between the N4 and the Ballylmount interchanges.  These measures will greatly improve traffic flow on the M50.  Further benefits will ensue with an improved level of service to motorists when the full upgrade of the M50 is completed in 2010.
The Dublin Transportation Office (DTO) has carried out detailed traffic modelling and analysis of the traffic flows in the Port Tunnel for the National Roads Authority.

In summary this report shows that in the morning peak hour approximately 100 extra HGV’s will travel in each direction across the West Link Toll Bridge and approximately 1500 extra HGV’s will  be added to the daily total using the toll bridge.  Most of these will be at off peak times as the ferries tend to arrive into Dublin Port in the early morning.
The HGV Management Strategy to take large trucks off Dublin City streets will be introduced on 19th February 2007, two months after the Tunnel opened.  All HGV’s with 5 axles or more exiting the port between the hours of 7am and 7pm, must use the Tunnel to access the national road network.  A permit system will be put in place by Dublin City Council prior to the commencement of the strategy for over-height vehicles, vehicles servicing Dublin City businesses and vehicles prohibited from using the Tunnel.

South Dublin County Council, together with Fingal and Dun Laoghaire/Rathdown County Councils, Dublin City Council, the NRA and the Gardai are co-operating very closely to ensure that everything possible is done to mitigate the impact of the current and planned upgrade works on traffic flows on the M50 and similarly to deal with the impact of the Port Tunnel opening.  This Authority and the Gardai are in regular contact and the situation is kept under constant review.  In relation to the current upgrade works, both South Dublin County Council and the contractor have dedicated personnel working full-time on traffic management.
Information on the Port Tunnel is available at the following website www.dublinporttunnel.ie and information about the M50 upgrade project is available at www.m50.ie
