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Purpose of an investigation by the Railway Accident Investigation Unit  

The Railway Accident Investigation Unit (RAIU) is a functionally independent investigation unit within 

the Railway Safety Commission (RSC). The purpose of an investigation by the RAIU is to improve 

railway safety by establishing, in so far as possible, the cause or causes of an accident or incident 

with a view to making recommendations for the avoidance of accidents in the future, or otherwise for 

the improvement of railway safety. It is not the purpose of an investigation to attribute blame or 

liability. 

 

The RAIUôs investigations are carried out in accordance with the Railway Safety Act 2005 and 

European railway safety directive 2004/49/EC. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Any enquiries about this report should be sent to: 

 

Railway Accident Investigation Unit 

2
nd

 Floor 

2 Leeson Lane   

Dublin 2 

Ireland 
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Summary 

At approximately 10:50 on Sunday 24
th
 October 2010 as the 10:15 passenger service from Athlone to 

Westport approached Knockphunta Level Crossing, the train driver saw a car approaching the level 

crossing while the level crossing gates were open to the railway. The train driver sounded the horn 

and applied the emergency brake; however the train struck the car whilst it was trying to reverse away 

from the level crossing. There were no fatalities or injuries as a result of this accident. There was 

damage to the front of the car. 

 

The immediate cause of the accident was that: 

 

¶ The car stopped at the level crossing, in a position that encroached into the path of the 

approaching train, and then was struck by the train when attempting to reverse away from the 

level crossing. 

 

The contributory factors were: 

 

¶ There are no road markings or marker posts at the Level Crossing identify the decision point 

for users to allow them to stop clear of the railway line and make a decision to cross safely or 

wait; 

¶ The level crossing gates, which provide a barrier to the railway, were open when the car 

driver arrived at the level crossing. 

 

The underlying factor was: 

 

¶ Iarnród Éireann has not introduced adequate measures to reduce the frequent misuse at the 

level crossing in relation to level crossing users leaving the gates open to the railway. 

 

 

As a result of the Railway Accident Investigation Unit investigation the following new safety 

recommendation, relating to the occurrence, has been made: 

 

¶ Iarnród Éireann should upgrade the Level Crossing to ensure that the operation of the Level 

Crossing is not reliant on any direct action by the level crossing user. 

 

Two safety recommendations previously issued by the Railway Accident Investigation Unit in 

February and July 2008 have also been reiterated. 
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1 Factual information 

1.1 Relevant parties 

1.1.1 Parties involved in the occurrence 

Iarnród Éireann (IÉ)
1
 is the railway undertaking

2
 that owns and operates mainline railway services in 

Ireland. IÉ is also the railway infrastructure manager, managing the design, installation, testing, 

inspection, maintenance and renewal of the railwayôs physical assets.  

 

The IÉ departments associated with this accident are the: 

 

¶ The Intercity and Commuter Network Department ï responsible for the supervision and 

operation of trains on the mainline, excluding the Dublin Urban Network. This includes the 

supervision of train drivers and the control of train movements through Centralised Traffic 

Control (CTC) in Dublin and regional controlling signal cabins; 

¶ The Chief Civil Engineerôs (CCE) Department ï responsible for the design, inspection, 

maintenance and renewal of the railwayôs structural infrastructure, including level crossings, 

and the management of risks relating to the use of passive level crossings that are operated 

by the level crossing user. 

 

The roles associated with this accident are the: 

 

¶ Train Driver ï The driver of the train involved in the accident was an IÉ employee, passed as 

competent to drive trains, whose last competency assessment was on the 6
th
 May 2010; 

¶ Car Driver ï The driver of the road vehicle struck by the train. He had a full Irish driving 

licence. He lived locally and was a regular user of the Knockaphunta Level Crossing (which 

will now be referred to as the Level Crossing for the remainder of this report) as he is a 

member of the local rugby club, which is located 1.2 km from the Level Crossing. 

 

1.1.2 Other relevant parties 

The Railway Safety Commission (RSC) is the national safety authority, which is responsible for the 

regulatory oversight of railway safety in Ireland in accordance with the Railway Safety Act 2005 and 

European railway safety directive. 

 

 

                                                      
1
 All abbreviations are explained in the list of abbreviations section of this report. 

2
 All terms in italics are explained in the glossary of terms section of this report. 
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The Road Safety Authorityôs (RSA) aim is to save lives and prevent injuries by reducing the number 

and severity of collisions on the road. Some of the ways that the RSA works to improve road safety in 

Ireland are by: 

 

¶ Developing and implementing information and education campaigns to increase awareness of 

road safety and promote safer driving; 

¶ Undertaking accident and road safety research in order to develop measures and 

recommendations to improve road safety; 

¶ Producing road safety strategy documents and monitoring their implementation. 

 

1.2 The accident 

On Sunday 24
th
 October 2010, the 10:15 passenger service from Athlone to Westport (which will now 

be referred to as the Train for the remainder of this report) left Athlone Station, travelling in the Down 

direction. At approximately 10:44, as the Train approached the Level Crossing the Train Driver 

sounded the horn at the whistle board location, approximately 430 metres (m) before the Level 

Crossing. See Figure 1 for location of the Level Crossing. 

 

 

          Figure 1 ï Location Map (Ordnance Survey Ireland, 2003) 

          Ordinance Survey Ireland Licence No. EN 0058211 © Ordinance Survey Ireland Government of Ireland  
 

 

As the Train continued to approach, a car travelled from the Up side of the Level Crossing and 

stopped at the Level Crossing. The Train Driver immediately re-sounded the horn and applied the 

emergency brake. The car then started to reverse off the Level Crossing, however, it did not clear the 

Level Crossing in time and was struck by the Train.  

Location of the accident 
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The Trainôs approach to the Level Crossing was recorded on the forward facing closed circuit 

television (CCTV) fitted to the Train. See Figure 2 for snapshots taken from the CCTV. 

 

 

    Figure 2 ï CCTV snapshots of the Trainôs approach to the Level Crossing 

 

The Train came to a stop approximately 104 m beyond the Level Crossing. The Train Driver carried 

out all post accident procedures and then walked back to the Level Crossing. By the time he reached 

the Level Crossing, the Car Driver had driven away. 

 














































