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Conclusions 

Based on the observations and assessments undertaken below, the Passenger Pontoon has a safe operational 
capacity of 100 persons at any given time, and theoretical maximum throughput over an 8-hour standard day, of 
approximately 750 persons.  The safe operation of passenger vessels themselves is governed by the Marine 
Survey Office of the Department of Transport   

This assessment only has regard to safe operational use of the passenger pontoon and does not examine 
commercial viability of the passenger vessels.  Currently only 1 vessel has a regular scheduled service – the other 
vessels operate on a combination of walk-ins and prior private bookings.  At times, this can lead to congestion on 
the pontoon with vessels queuing to disembark passengers.  This assessment is also cognisant of the need to 
have access to the pontoon for safe operations in the harbour and to accommodate other vessels as the need may 
arise.   

The vessel numbers and breakdown that can be safely handled by the pontoon and having regard to the varied 
scheduling processes are as follows: 

• Type 1 – 100 passenger vessel @24 metres max – capacity for 1 of these vessels 

• Type 2 – 40 passenger vessel @10 metres max – capacity for 3 of these vessels 

• Type 2 – 12 passenger vessel @ 8 metres max – capacity for 6 of these vessels 

The current number of licences issued are – 1 no Type 1, 4 no Type 2 12 passenger, 1 no Type 2 40 passenger.  
Other vessels operate on a single-entry basis and collect or drop passengers from the pontoon.  Consideration 
should be given to restricting single-entry vessels to a drop-off only model to maintain safe pontoon access for 
passengers from licensed vessels.   

There is a potential for 2-4 more licences of 12-40 passenger capacity (pro rata at 2 x 40 or 4 x 12) over and above 
the current licences issued.  If additional licences are to be granted, or vessel sizes increased, it will be necessary 
to designate a timetable or allocate time slots to vessels, particularly vessels of 30 passenger and above.  This is 
required as a safety measure, as without schedules, vessels of this size have the potential to cause a build-up of 
waiting vessels on the pontoon and may impact the safe operation and passenger transfers of other vessels using 
the pontoon. 

 

Background 

Howth Fishery Harbour Centre (FHC) has a long history of passenger vessels operating from it; indeed, the 
construction of the current harbour layout was to facilitate mail boat traffic to and from the UK in the early 1800s.  
Small scale recreational passenger operations including tours to Ireland Eye have been documented from at least 
the 1850s.  

In more recent times, passenger vessels were granted a licence to operate from the FHC subject to MSO 
certifications and restrictions and did so in a haphazard fashion from the steps at the East Pier, the old slipway in 
the yacht club basin and the main public slipway. 

For reasons of health & safety, and the improvement of conditions for public and operators in 2017 a new passenger 
pontoon was completed and put into operation at the northern end of the Trawler Basin, accessed via gangway 
from the West Pier. 

Operations and processes were monitored over the last 4 years and the experiences and processes arising have 
been collated into this assessment of the safe and practical throughput and capacity of the Pontoon, based on 
current staffing availability and as it is currently arranged and managed. 

  



 
 

Layout and Access 

The Passenger Vessel Pontoon measures 30 metres x 8 metres and is located at the northern end of the trawler 
basin in Howth FHC. 

It has three berthing faces available  

• Southern - 30 metres long with “unrestricted” width 

• Eastern – 8 metres long with “unrestricted” width – this is the pickup/drop off only berth for the smaller 
vessels, and no berthing is permitted here. 

• Northern – 30 metres long with restricted width of circa 6 metres between the pontoon edge and existing 
quay wall.  This berth is equipped with vessel disabled access sling lift 

Berthing is forbidden on the Western edge due to the presence of the access gangway overhead. 

The pontoon is for daytime use only and overnight berthing is forbidden without prior permission from the Harbour 
Master and which is only granted in exceptional circumstances. 

Processes in Place 

Vessel passenger operations fall into three broad categories and one specialist case: 

1. Type 1 - Scheduled services – there is one scheduled timetabled vessel that calls to Howth FHC that both 
picks up and drops off passengers.  These occur at fixed times agreed with the HM in advance and remain 
in place for the season or operating permit/license restrictions 

2. Type 2 – FHC based pre booked / ad-hoc passenger & charter services – these are vessels based from 
Howth FHC, who moor up overnight and have a license to operate from the harbour issued on a yearly or 
seasonal basis to operate specific vessels.  These are the traditional “Howth Ferries” that the public would 
associate with Howth 

3. Type 3 – Single-entry Drop off / Pick Ups – These are passenger vessels or work boats licensed by the 
MSO that are infrequent or one-off visitors who request to pick up or drop off passengers or workers from 
the harbour using the Pontoon 

4. Type 4 – Emergency services or specific events – the pontoon is available for use by emergency services 
such as ICG or RNLI as a standing rule and may also subject to safety and operational considerations be 
made available for specific events with the harbormaster’s permission in writing and having completed the 
requisite DAFM licensing and indemnities. 

Type 1 vessels, of which there is currently only 1 operates on a scheduled basis. 

Type 2 vessels operate on a combination of prior bookings and a “taxi rank” system.  These, vessels are allowed 
tie up at the pontoon, usually on the long berths to the north and south, and to collect passengers from the eastern 
berth and depart.  At the designated times for the Type 1 scheduled vessel, these vessels move to alternate berths 
to safely facilitate to larger Type 1 vessel. 

The Type 3 vessels are not based in the harbour, and typically call ahead and request access to the Harbour 
Master or constables.  These operators are more infrequent in their access and do not amount to many a year.  
These vessels are generally bringing passengers from another location outside of the FHC. Sometimes these 
vessels have collected passengers from the pontoon.   

Currently licenses to operate from the pontoon are issued by the Harbormaster’s office and are subject to the 
conditions and restrictions imposed by the MSO and DAFM. 

 

  



 
 

Current Users 

Vessels currently licensed to base from Howth FHC, or scheduled service Howth FHC: 

Vessel Name Type Capacity Operating Restrictions 

Pinalia Type 2 12 MSO permit year-round 

Christmas Eve Type 2 12 MSO permit year-round 

Oriel Type 2 12 MSO permit year-round 

Adam Patricia Type 2 40 MSO permit year-round  
40 passenger from April to 
end Sept,  
12 passenger from 
October to end Mar 

Aquatay Type 2 12 MSO permit year-round 

St Brigid Type 1 96 MSO April 1st -30th sept. 

    

 

Type 3 Single-entry passenger vessels that call to the harbour by prearrangement with the Harbour Master office 
are typically in the 6-28 passenger range. 

Current Capacity 

Pontoon Throughput Capacity 
Based on the observed usage patterns and processing of passengers through the pontoon onto and from vessels, 
the following practical capacity limits have been arrived at.  The practical safe operating throughput limits are lower 
than the ultimate capacity of the pontoon due to the nature of the businesses involved. i.e., the fact that the vessels 
are a mix of scheduled and ad hoc charters and un-ticketed walk-up customers, mean that, in comparison to a fully 
scheduled time slot system (like a train timetable) the throughput is less.   

This mixed mode (scheduled and ad hoc) usage pattern reflects the varying nature of the businesses and operators 
involved in the harbour, and that they are of a leisure and tourism nature. 

Maximum vessel size is noted at 24 metres 50 tonnes and can only be accommodated on the Southern berth.  The 
Eastern berth maximum vessel size is 8 meters. The Northern berth capacity is 12 meters long and 3 metre beam.  

For a 24 metre Type 1 passenger vessel of 100 passenger, a 45min. to 1 hr. turnaround is observed as reasonable 
from the time of entering the harbour to departure.  Currently the timetable for Type 1 vessels stands at: 

Vessel Name Days Arrive Depart 

St Brigid Weekdays 13:30  14:15 

 Weekends 13:30 14:15 

 Weekends 15:15 16:00 

 

This vessel can carry 96 passengers at any given time, giving a turnaround number of 192 passengers on the 
pontoon for the disembarkation and embarkation. 

For the current Type 2 passenger vessels of 12 and 40 passenger turnaround times of 15 minutes and 30 minutes 
are observed.  As these vessels do not operate on a fixed timetable at present if the passenger demand is there, 
a 45min. to 1 hr. turnaround could be assumed.  Currently the operation of Type 2 vessels stands at: 

Vessel Capacity Days Turnaround 

12 passenger Ad hoc or pre booked 
daily, end berth 

15 mins 

40 passenger Ad hoc or pre booked 
daily, end berth 

30 mins 

 

The maximum amount of people on the Pontoon at any given time should not exceed 100.  Based on the above 
vessel types and usage patterns and a typical operating day of 10am to 8pm approx., passenger daily throughput 
was calculated at an average of 750 passengers taking a round trip. 



 
 

This would be accomplished by 30-40 vessel turnarounds at the current size breakdown operating with full crews 
and maximum capacity at each trip. 

If vessel size increases, there is the potential for a corresponding increase in footfall and drop in vessel frequency 
up to that throughput maximum figure of circa 750 per day or less than 100 passenger at any one time on the 
pontoon.  An increase in vessel size to the 40 passenger threshold would require designation of departure and 
arrival times to avoid bottlenecks at the pontoon.  Increasing vessel sizes could pose a difficulty to other logistics 
in the harbour – traffic, public transport facilities and parking are already at full capacity in the summer months in 
Howth.  

Overnight Berthing Facilities 
There is 60 metres of quay wall approx. available for berthing.  Vessels can be rafted up to 3 deep. Vessels of up 
to 24m in length could avail of this facility, subject to licence. Operation access to these vessels is currently by 
ladder on the harbour wall.  

 

An overview of the current Licences 

• Type 1 – Operator A 1 Licence  96 passengers 

• Type 2 – Operator B 2 Licences,  40 & 12 passengers each. 

• Type 2 – Operator C 2 Licences,  12 Passengers each 

• Type 2 – Operator D 1 Licence,  12 Passengers 

As well as being issued licences to operate from Howth FHC by the Department and the operating restrictions 
stated therein, the operators are subject to the restrictions in operating times and pickup points in line with the 
passenger vessel licence from the Marine Survey Office.  

 

Additional Operational Considerations 

Public Footfall Capacity of West Pier 
Ferry operations are largely seasonal, with the typical tourist season commencing from approximately St Patricks 
Day and progressing through to late September / early October.  The pattern is that of sharp peaks and troughs 
that are weather and Bank Holiday dependent in the “shoulder seasons” and building over the summer.  The public 
footfall and visitor numbers to Howth FHC are highly weather dependent, with “fair weather” peak times for 
members of the public between 11am and 5pm daily.  These footfall peaks are broader and higher on weekends 
and public holidays, and particularly in fine weather. The quayside and footpath areas of the West Pier can become 
very congested during peak hours in fine weather events but overall, pedestrian traffic does not have any significant 
impact on the safe operation of the Passenger Vessel Pontoon. 

Parking Capacity on the West Pier 
As a live working pier, parking is at a premium on the West Pier in Howth, with the vast majority of from all year 
round. Business deliveries by van and truck take place daily all year round and the single lane contraflow, and cul 
de sac nature of the West Pier can have a significant impact on traffic movements, causing slowdown of progression 
of traffic as visitors and business users hunt for spaces.  As with the entirety of the Howth peninsula itself, during 
the summer months the West Pier can become very congested with traffic particularly between the hours of 11am 
– 4pm. On the weekends during fine weather events traffic flow to and from Howth can come to a standstill, and 
delays of 20-40 minutes getting to the FHC would not be uncommon.  This experience is repeated in the FHC and 
the West Pier can come to a standstill and become very congested, particularly the turning area beside the 
Passenger Pontoon where all traffic comes to a dead end.  It has been noted that Emergency Services would have 
difficulty accessing the West Pier and indeed the FHC on busy weekend days during a fine weather event.  Traffic 
congestion has an impact on emergency services accessing the Passenger Vessel Pontoon in the event of an 
emergency. Buses cannot be facilitated at the West Pier at Howth Fishery Harbour Centre due to the sheer volume 
of traffic transiting through a tight road. Lorries delivering fish at the West Pier have great difficulty turning to exit 
the West Pier.       
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Appendix 1 – Pontoon Details 

Pontoon Details: 

Size & Orientation 

30m x 8m, arranged on an East West Axis that the Northern end of the Fishing Basin in Howth 
FHC.  The Fishing basin is on the western side of the harbour bounded by the Middle Pier & 
West Pier 

Location Howth FHC 

Accessibility 

From Water: 
Via Vessel – Starboard side approaching from harbour mouth and after Starboard turn into 
Fishing basing, emergency recover from water ladders fitted to Pontoon 
From Land: 
Via Steel gangway running East West through lockable gateway on bankseat on West Pier 

Materials & 
Construction 

Floating concrete modular pontoon pieces with steel and elastomeric jointing pieces, fiberglass 
grid deck, power and water pedestals, disabled access crane, steel gangway, steel bollards 
rubber D fenders at edges & secured by steel tubular piles 

 

 

Appendix 2 – Images 

 

 


