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4.1  The Preliminary Business Case 
 

4.1.1 A Preliminary Business Case (PBC) is the required output for a project or programme at 
Approval Gate 1 (AG1) in the Infrastructure Guidelines (IG) lifecycle. 

 
4.1.2 The PBC sets out the context, rationale, and objectives for a project or programme. It 

considers scheme options, and ultimately identifies a preferred option. The PBC, in its 
assessment of the most suitable options, must review the likely costs, benefits, impacts, 
and the overall feasibility of the options intended to deliver a project or programme. 
This will provide Sponsoring Agencies an in-depth breakdown of the costs & benefits 
to the different options, the overall affordability and required budget for schemes as 
well as the risks and sensitivities associated with potential scheme options. It will also 
allow the Approving Authority to make an informed decision on whether or not to allow 
the project or programme to proceed to the next phase of the IG lifecycle. 
 

4.1.3 For investment proposals in the transport sector, there is no need to submit a separate 
Strategic Assessment document with the PBC. Instead, the PBC should be informed by 
the Project/Programme Outline Document (POD) that was previously reviewed by the 
Approving Authority and incorporate the feedback that was received from the 
Approving Authority at that point. The POD itself does not need to be updated at this 
stage, but the feedback from the Approving Authority on the POD should be 
incorporated into the PBC to inform the elements listed in section 4.1.5 below.  

 
4.1.4 The Preliminary Business Case, as with all appraisal documents, should be an aid to 

inform decision making. In and of itself, it does not constitute a final decision for the 
project or programme to proceed. Its purpose is to gather and analyse the relevant 
information and present findings of the analysis to inform and support investment 
decisions. 
 

4.1.5 As per the guidelines contained in the Infrastructure Guidelines, the PBC should contain 
the following elements: 
 

• The project or programme context. 
 

• The rationale for the project or programme. 
 

• The strategic relevance of the project or programme. 
 

• The project or programme’s objectives, ensuring that they are developed 
enough at this stage to be considered ‘SMART’ (Specific, Measurable, 
Attributable, Realistic and Time-Bound)1.  
 

 
1 See Section 4.4 below. 



 

Page 5 of 36 
 

• A detailed analysis of potential demand. All underpinning assumptions must be 
clearly explained. 
 

• A discussion of lessons learned from similar previous/ongoing schemes. 
 

• A framework for developing Key Performance Indicators. 
 

• A longlist of all feasible options that would address the issue or opportunity 
identified, and meet the objectives set. 
 

• Appraisal of the longlist of options to create a shortlist of options.  
 

• Detailed appraisal of all shortlisted options identified, in order to select a 
preferred option for the project or programme. This appraisal must include 
detailed quantitative and qualitative analysis of the relevant aspects of the 
scheme (economic, financial, safety, environmental, etc.) as well as sensitivity 
analysis around the estimated impacts and demand for each option. 
 

• Each short–listed option should have its respective affordability assessed. 
 

• Assessment of climate and environmental performance for the scheme. 
 

• A risk assessment for each short–listed option as well as a risk management 
strategy for the preferred option. This should include consideration of delivery 
risks for options. 
 

• Proposed approaches to procurement, implementation, and operation of the 
preferred option. 

 
• Plan for monitoring and evaluation, including KPIs for the project or programme, 

and; 
 

• A recommendation to the Approving Authority. This can include recommending 
not continuing with the scheme being proposed. 

 
4.1.6 The Preliminary Business Case Process is graphically outlined in Figure 1 below:  
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Figure 1: Process of Preparing a PBC 

 
 

4.1.7 It is important to note that the preparation of the PBC is an iterative process, with 
documents being updated as new information becomes available. At the end of the 
process, a well-developed business case will do the following: 
 

• Inform decision makers on whether a scheme should proceed or not. 
 

• Set the context

• Define the need for intervention

• Set the project/programme objectives

• Assess project/programme alignment with national and local policies

• Discuss lessons learned from similar previous or ongoing schemes

• Conduct demand analysis 

• Create a longlist of feasible solutions and interventions

•  Conduct Multi-Criteria Analysis on longlist of options to derive shortlist of 
options

•  Conduct financial appraisal, affordability assessment, and detailed appraisal of 
each shortlist option to identify preferred option

• Conduct Climate and Environmental Performance assessment for the scheme

• Conduct risk assessment for shortlisted options and provide risk management 
strategy for preferred option

• Undertake a NIFTI Assessment on the preferred option 

• Put forward a framework for monitoring and evaluation including Key 
Performance Indicators (KPIs)

•  Outline plan for procurement, implementation and operation

• Recommend whether to proceed with project/programme based on detailed 
appraisal, affordability assessment and risk assessment
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• Allow stakeholders to understand and engage with the scope of the project or 
programme. 
 

• Clearly set out the analysis and reasoning used to identify the preferred option 
for addressing the issues or opportunities identified. 
 

• Establish in detail how the project or programme will be implemented, managed, 
and operated in a manner that effectively and efficiently addresses the issues 
or opportunities highlighted. 
 

• Provide an objective and proportionate analysis of the overall viability of a 
project or programme; and 
 

• Establish a framework for monitoring, managing, and evaluating projects and 
programmes during and after implementation. 

 
4.1.8 If a significant period of time has passed since approval at Approval Gate 1, the 

Approving Authority may ask the Sponsoring Agency to submit an updated PBC to 
accompany the documents required for Approval Gate 2 approval. 

4.2  Setting the Context 
 

4.2.1 The project context is an opportunity to set out the background to the scheme, as well as 
to outline past and current issues and opportunities of relevance, including in the areas of 
population, transport, and economy. It is intended to provide the Approving Authority with 
a useful overview of the context in which the scheme should be developed. All relevant 
information pertaining to the project or programme should be set out. The project context 
is not intended to be a detailed discussion of problems and constraints relating to the 
transport network, as these will be covered when discussing the need for a project or 
programme (see section 4.3). 

 
4.2.2 Relevant information on conditions and outcomes relating to the proposed project or 

programme, if known, can include: 
 

• The geographical area in which the proposal would likely be located and impact 
upon. This is commonly known as the ‘study area’ for the scheme. 
 

• The existing transport network in the study area, including descriptions and maps 
of existing infrastructure, and travel information such as traffic numbers and usage, 
user characteristics, and availability of different modes. 

 
• Demographic and population trends in the general geographic area of the proposed 

project or programme. This can include discussion of population centres currently 
on a route or being serviced. 
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• General socio-economic conditions in the locality of the proposed project or 
programme. This should note employment and income levels where possible as well 
as the dominant industries in an area and consider any areas with particularly high 
levels of deprivation. 
 

• The background to the identification of the scheme, including the development of 
previous iterations of the proposal, and references in previous local, regional, or 
national strategies and plans. Any references to the proposal in current policy or 
strategy documents should be discussed in the Strategic Alignment section of the 
PBC. 

 

4.3     Defining the Rationale for Intervention 
 

4.3.1 A critical step in any public expenditure proposal is identifying the need for an intervention. 
This could be identifying problems in the current transport network and/or issues with 
current transport services. Alternatively, the rationale for a transport intervention can be 
based on the opportunities to realise potential benefits. The central idea is to identify the 
reason(s) why the expenditure proposal is necessary, given the context. This may require 
more or less extensive analysis e.g., in some cases, transport studies may need to be 
undertaken to properly inform project scope and frame the selection of options. 

 
4.3.2 Many issues in transport arise because of “market failures”.  A market failure exists when 

provision of goods or services by private firms and individuals within a free market is either 
above or below the socially optimal level. Box 4.1 outlines some examples of market 
failures in more detail. Identifying market failures is useful when providing a justification 
for the need for an investment intervention in transport networks and/or transport 
services. 
 

Box 4.1 Market Failures 
Public Goods 
A public good is a good or service where it is not possible or convenient to charge all 
beneficiaries and where one person’s consumption does not adversely impact on another 
person’s ability to consume the same good or service. Classic examples of public goods are 
public street lighting, public roads, and public transport services which are socially 
beneficial but commercially unviable. Private producers will tend to undersupply such 
goods or services relative to what is socially optimal. As a result, it is appropriate for 
Government bodies to act to ensure that such goods or services are made available.  

Externalities 
Externalities arise where the actions of one individual or firm affect other individuals or 
firms without appropriate compensation being paid i.e., where one individual or firm 
imposes a cost on others but does not compensate them (e.g. air and water pollution from 
nearby transport), or alternatively, where one individual or firm confers a benefit on others 
but does not reap a reward for providing it (e.g., rehabilitation of a derelict house which 
contributes to neighbourhood regeneration, constructing a new rail station which increases 
footfall for nearby businesses).  
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Redistribution 
Redistribution-based interventions are intended to deliver what society considers as being 
a “fair” distribution of wealth and income among its members (e.g., welfare spending, 
regional development programmes). 
 
Merit Goods 
Merit goods constitute another form of market failure. Merit goods arise if individuals or 
firms underestimate the personal or private benefits derived from consuming a good or 
service (e.g., compulsory education, active modes of transport). In other words, due to gaps 
in their information, individuals or firms attribute insufficient value to the good or service. 
This market failure can be addressed, inter alia, by measures to improve information and/or 
subsidising the price paid for the merit good. 
 
Market Power 
In perfectly competitive markets, firms have no market power. Where markets are not 
perfectly competitive, market power represents the extent to which firms can raise the 
price of a good or service beyond marginal cost. The most prominent example of market 
power is a monopoly. This market failure can be addressed through public ownership, or 
through regulation and the establishment of an independent regulator, for example, for 
utilities or public transport. 

 
4.3.3 When defining the need or rationale for a project or programme, it is useful to draw upon 

the information presented in the introductory project context. Numerous potential issues 
or opportunities may exist that justify and develop a rationale for an investment in a 
transport intervention.  
 

4.3.4 Common transport issues include, but are not limited to, existing or future poor safety 
conditions, adverse environmental impacts, excessive or unreliable journey times, 
infrequent transport services, existing or future high transport demand and associated 
infrastructure capacity constraints, and reduced accessibility to services for cohorts of the 
population. It is important to note that not all of these headings will be relevant to every 
transport scheme, in addition other headings not listed here may be relevant. 
 

4.3.5 A project or programme may also be proposed in situations where an opportunity to make 
a potentially beneficial intervention arises, such as to enable planned future land use or 
otherwise deliver on policy priorities. For example, a planned or new housing development 
could justify the development of a dedicated cycle path to a nearby school or urban centre, 
and investment schemes can support climate action in the transport sector. Sponsoring 
Agencies are expected to discuss such opportunities for intervention in a similar manner to 
discussing issues that require an intervention and should draw upon the content of Box 4.2 
below2. 

 
4.3.6 Evidence of identified issues should be provided utilising existing data sources to support 

any justification for investment (see Section 4.7 Demand Analysis). 
 

 
2 When citing expected future scenarios or planned developments in the scheme rationale, Sponsoring Agencies 
should be mindful of the need to ensure that the options to be considered at later stages in the IG lifecycle are 
not overly dependent on planned developments or other schemes which may not ultimately be delivered.  
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4.3.7 It is crucial that issues or opportunities are framed appropriately in project and 
programme documentation, as these issues or opportunities should ultimately be used to 
inform both the objectives and options of any transport investment proposal. Therefore, 
when outlining the rationale for a transport investment, those preparing the documentation 
should ensure that the criteria set out in Box 4.2 are met. 

 
Box 4.2 Highlighting the Need for Intervention 
Specificity 
All issues or opportunities should be described in a clear, specific manner. 
 
Example 1: The current transport network in Town X does not align with land use plans. 
 
Example 2: Town X has the highest incidence of traffic congestion nationally for the last 3 years.  
 
Provide Evidence 
Descriptions of existing or projected issues or opportunities should be supported with data 
and analysis where possible. It is beneficial to use data and analysis from official sources 
where appropriate. 
 
Example 1: RSA data indicates there have been 15 collisions involving pedestrians in the study 
area in the last five years. 
 
Example 2: National Travel Survey data indicates the number of people engaged in walking and 
cycling in the study area has increased by 15% in two years.  
Establish a Suitable Baseline 
Issues should be discussed relative to a baseline to indicate why current or projected future 
service levels are not acceptable. Baselines could include Government policy, comparisons 
to service levels nationally or service levels in the past which have since deteriorated. 
 
Example 1: RSA data indicates that collisions are over twice the national average in the study 
area. 
 
Example 2: On average, 55% of respondents indicated the most common reason for walking and 
cycling was for recreation purposes.  
Realistic Assumptions 
Any assumptions regarding future problems or opportunities arising with a piece of 
transport infrastructure or transport service should similarly draw upon existing data and 
analysis where possible.  
 
Example 1: Based on the current average annual growth of 5%, passenger numbers will exceed 
existing capacity within two years. 

Example 2: With increases of 2,750 people annually, it is expected the current active travel 
infrastructure will not meet expected demand within the next three years. 

Distributional Impacts3 
If a transport issue is impacting on particular segments of society, in particular vulnerable 
groups, these groups and the associated impacts should be clearly identified and outlined. 
 

 
3 See TAF Module 7 on Detailed Appraisal for further detail. 
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Example 1: The lack of cycling infrastructure, reliance on private car, and high levels of motor 
traffic have led to reduced accessibility to key services for non-car owners in the study area. 
 
Example 2: The lack of adequate walking and cycling infrastructure has resulted in a decrease of 
30% in children under 18 walking to school in the study area. 

4.4     Objective Setting 
 

4.4.1 Once the need for an intervention has been defined, the objectives of a potential 
intervention need to be outlined. Objectives should demonstrate a clear link between the 
desired outcomes of an intervention and the rationale for intervention originally identified. 
 

4.4.2 Objectives should be based on desired outcomes rather than desired outputs. For example, 
the objective should state the desire to reduce road deaths rather than build a new section 
of road with a safer alignment.  
 

4.4.3 Objectives should inform the option identification and development process. As multiple 
possible solutions (including different modal options or non-infrastructural options) may be 
available to address an issue, objectives should not be framed in a manner that may lead to 
some options being precluded or in a manner that promotes bias in the option selection 
process. 
 

4.4.4 Objectives should be structured in a manner that reflects SMART attributes (Specific, 
Measurable, Attributable, Realistic and Time-Bound). Box 4.3 below provides more detail 
on the requirements of SMART objectives. It is vital that objectives are framed in a SMART 
manner as this informs other key aspects of the appraisal process, including option 
development. SMART objectives also are a key input into the planning, implementation and 
ex-post evaluation of projects and programmes. 

 
Box 4.3 SMART Objective Setting 

Specific 

The desired outcomes of a project or programme need to be specifically outlined and not 
just presented in general terms. Data around current issues or future projections can be 
used to frame the objective. For example, the statement “improve road safety” should read 
instead as “reduce current annual collision rates by X% by year Y.” 

Measurable 

Outcomes of a completed project or programme should be measurable where possible. This 
allows for an objective post-completion evaluation of the scheme appraisal and planning 
process to take place. This in turn facilitates the recording of any differences between the 
objectives and the eventual outcomes of the completed project or scheme. Measurable 
outcomes can include improved journey times or journey time reliability, observed increase 
in network or service users, modal shift, etc.  
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Attributable 

Objectives should be attributable to the project itself. Objectives not directly related to the 
issues identified, or where the achievement of an objective is dependent on other 
interventions or factors external to the project or programme, e.g.  “Create 200 additional 
jobs in the local economy”, should be avoided.  

Realistic  

Objectives must also be realistic in that they can be achieved, given available levels of 
resources. It is recommended that previous projects or programmes or those currently 
being implemented, where similar issues were identified and similar resources were 
available, be reviewed to ascertain if objectives are realistic. 

Time-Bound  

One of the measurable aspects of an objective is whether it was achieved within a set time 
period or within a deadline. As such, realistic timelines for achieving an objective should be 
provided. 

SMART Objective Example: To reduce annual collision rates in the study area by 10% from 
the current level within 5 years of scheme completion taking account of capital funding 
available from Government. 

 

4.4.5 While not mandatory under TAF requirements, scheme sponsors may find it useful to 
consider a scheme’s objectives in relation to the appraisal criteria set out in Section 7.2 of 
TAF Module 7: 
 
• Transport User Benefits and Other Economic Impacts: Objectives related to this 

criterion should primarily involve user benefits, such as reduced journey times or 
improved journey quality, but may include wider impacts on the local or national 
economy arising from e.g., better connectivity. 
 

• Accessibility Impacts: A scheme may have a positive or negative impact on the ability 
of individuals or households to access key services in the areas of education, healthcare, 
or employment, or may have other accessibility-related impacts such as facilitating 
international connectivity or enabling access of freight traffic to industrial locations in 
a more efficient or effective manner. 
 

• Social Impacts: The impacts of an intervention may have important distributional 
consequences. Impacts can specifically affect the wellbeing of those in designated 
cohorts of society or those living in geographically remote areas. 
 

• Land Use Impacts: Scheme impacts may relate to the quality of the public realm, or may 
critically relate to spatial planning objectives, for example by facilitating land-use plans 
through transport connections to lands zoned for a specific purpose. This criterion also 
relates to the integration of a scheme proposal with other existing or forthcoming 
transport infrastructure or services.  
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• Safety Impacts: The project or programme may have an impact on the number of 
transport-related injuries or fatalities within the study area or have an impact on other 
safety considerations e.g., by creating a safer setting for transport network users. 
 

• Climate Change Impacts: Emissions from the transport sector are one of the most 
significant contributors to Irish emissions of Greenhouse Gases (GHGs) and 
Greenhouse Gas equivalents (GHGes). Furthermore, transport infrastructure can be 
vulnerable to the impacts of climate change and may require investment to mitigate 
against those impacts.  
 

• Local Environment Impacts: The transport system significantly impacts the local 
environment. Transport activity produces harmful pollutants, generates noise and 
vibrations that disturb communities and that can cause damage to local infrastructure 
and buildings. An intervention may seek to mitigate these impacts through changing 
transport modes or moving activity further from communities or infrastructure. 

 
More detail on these appraisal criteria is available in TAF Module 7. 

4.4.6 While there is an expectation that any scheme should have impacts in key areas such as 
environment, safety, and value for money, it is not necessary for every project or 
programme to have objectives under all the headings of Section 4.4.5. Some targeted 
investments can be expected to have a narrow set of objectives. In addition, a scheme 
sponsor may find it appropriate to categorise some objectives as more fundamental to the 
scheme than others.  
 

4.4.7 Objectives for an intervention may be identified as either primary or secondary. Primary 
objectives are those that are essential to addressing the issues or opportunities identified 
as the rationale for the investment. Secondary objectives are opportunities for the project 
to deliver further positive impacts in a manner which may offer value for money.  

 
4.4.8 Intervention options must be capable of meeting the primary objectives of a scheme to be 

considered viable. In contrast, secondary objectives should be considered in terms of the 
additional positive impacts realised relative to the additional costs. An option which does 
not completely meet a project’s objectives may be selected on the basis that it offers the 
best value for money or is deliverable within available resources.  

 
4.4.9 Those preparing scheme objectives may make use of Table 1 included below to aid the 

generation of each individual SMART objective for the scheme.  
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 Table 1 Objective-setting 

SMART Category  Details  Key Performance Indicators  

Specific  
 

 

Measurable 

 

Attributable  

Realistic 
 

Time-bound  

 

4.5 The Strategic Alignment – Policy Context 
 

4.5.1 The PBC must clearly document the strategic fit of the proposed intervention with public 
policy. The report must highlight how addressing the issues or opportunities identified and 
the proposed objectives of an intervention fit within the context of existing local and 
national policies. 
 

4.5.2 An important policy document in this regard is NIFTI4 which was developed in response to 
Project Ireland 2040 and identifies how transport investment can best be directed in order 
to help deliver the ten National Planning Framework (NPF) National Strategic Outcomes 
(NSOs).  
 

4.5.3 The assessment of a proposal’s strategic alignment at a national level should consider all 
relevant national policies and strategies. It is particularly important that the following are 
considered: 

 
• Whether the scheme is included within the current National Development Plan (NDP) 

and how the scheme aligns with national investment policy as set out in the NDP; 
 

• National planning and spatial development policy outlined in the National Planning 
Framework5;  
 

• National climate action policy including the current national Climate Action Plan6; and 
 

• National and local climate adaptation documents including the National Adaptation 
Framework,7 the Sectoral Adaptation Plan for Transport Infrastructure,8 and Local 
Authority Climate Action Plans. 

 
4 Available at: gov.ie - National Investment Framework for Transport in Ireland (NIFTI) (www.gov.ie) 
5 Available at: gov.ie - Project Ireland 2040 National Planning Framework (www.gov.ie)  
6 Available at: gov.ie - Climate Action (www.gov.ie)  
7 Available at: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fbe331-national-adaptation-framework/ 
8 Available at: https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/a2444e-sectoral-adaptation-plan-for-transport-
infrastructure/ 

https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/cfae6-national-investment-framework-for-transport-in-ireland-nifti/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/774346-project-ireland-2040-national-planning-framework/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/2d98d0-climate-action/?referrer=/en/campaigns/climateaction/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/fbe331-national-adaptation-framework/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/a2444e-sectoral-adaptation-plan-for-transport-infrastructure/
https://www.gov.ie/en/publication/a2444e-sectoral-adaptation-plan-for-transport-infrastructure/
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4.5.4 Other policies and strategies where the strategic alignment of a transport proposal should 
be assessed include:  
 
• Local Area Development Plans.  

 
• Metropolitan Area Strategic Plans (MASPs). 

 
• County Development Plans. 

 
• Regional Spatial and Economic Strategies (RSES). 

 
• National Transport Authority’s Metropolitan Area Transport Strategies. 

 
• Transport Infrastructure Ireland’s National Roads 2040. 

4.6  Lessons Learned 

4.6.1 It is important to incorporate the knowledge gained from similar proposals that have been 
put forward previously or are currently being implemented.  Such lessons learned can be 
highly valuable in terms of improving efficiency of activities, identifying risks, and avoiding 
costly mistakes. 
 

4.6.2 Those preparing the PBC should examine a number of different areas in order to assess if 
there are any lessons which can be applied to the project or programme being proposed. 
These areas include but are not limited to: 

 
• Previous schemes carried out by that organisation. 

 
• Project Completion Reports and Post Project Reviews of comparable projects. 

 
• Consultation with other organisations who have experience with similar schemes e.g., 

agencies or local authorities. 

4.7  Demand Analysis 
 

4.7.1 A demand analysis must be undertaken to outline the need for a project or programme. 
 

4.7.2 Analysis should be both backward and forward looking. While assessing current and 
past demand for transport infrastructure or services is important, understanding how 
demand is most likely to develop into the future is critical if interventions are to be 
designed and implemented effectively. Existing projections around population, users, 
and economic growth from recognised sources (e.g., Department of Finance projections 
for economic growth, CSO population projections, etc.) should therefore be used as 
part of the demand analysis. 
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4.7.3 It is useful, when discussing potential demand, to assess the potential impact of any 
other transport connections that exist or are planned in the vicinity of the proposed 
project or programme. An integrated network map of the existing and proposed new 
network or infrastructure should be provided to illustrate this.  

 
4.7.4 High-level analysis of potential demand for an intervention is also essential for judging 

what the approximate scale of an intervention should be in order to address identified 
issues in the most effective and efficient manner. 
 

4.7.5 Data should be based on primary sources such as Central Statistics Office (CSO) 
population data, traffic counts, user surveys, etc. Details on models and forecasting 
methodologies used should be provided. Data should be as up to date as possible. 
 

4.7.6 The demand analysis in the PBC should also examine the demand among each of the 
potential user groups. This should include both the current existing demand among user 
groups and projected induced demand among new users.  
 

4.7.7 Demand analysis should be undertaken for each category of solution being proposed. 
Options demand analysis should be assessed proportionally, given that in certain 
instances, a particular type or category of solution may be clearly unfeasible as a way 
to address the scheme objectives effectively and efficiently. All demand analysis should 
focus on incremental demand as well as the likely additionality of any options in terms 
of demand.  
 

4.7.8 Demand analysis at this stage of the process should include consideration of the 
following: 
 

• Technological Change: Increased proliferation of high-quality communication 
infrastructure and technology may adversely impact demand for a transport 
scheme. For example, improved communications can lead to increased levels of 
working from home within a given area with implications for travel demand. 
 

• Changing Population Distributions and Demographics: Medium to long–term 
projected changes in population demographics may impact on the demand for 
a transport scheme. This may include discussion of planned changes of land use 
in the study area. References should be made to historic trends and 
Government policies and objectives. 
 

• Changing Employment Patterns: Changing employment patterns in the study 
area of the proposed project or programme should also be considered when 
assessing potential demand for scheme options. 
 

• Development of Other Transport Schemes: Those preparing the demand 
analysis should be cognisant and take account of the potential impact on 
demand of other transport schemes that are in development within the study 
area or within the wider region of the project or programme being proposed. 
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This is particularly relevant for other schemes included within the National 
Development Plan. The potential for other schemes to abstract or increase 
demand should be considered. Careful consideration must be given here to 
which schemes are appropriate to include in the central scenario9 and which are 
appropriate to consider as part of sensitivity testing or scenario analysis10. 
 

4.7.9 Data gathering exercises for detailed demand analysis such as traffic counts and 
surveys, should take place in neutral periods. Neutral periods can be defined as those 
periods of the year where demand is unlikely to be influenced by events such as 
national, local, and school holidays11. Where data gathering has taken place outside a 
neutral period, the reasoning should be discussed. The Approving Authority may 
request adjustments to be made or supplementation of demand projections by other 
data sources in the event data is gathered in a non-neutral period. 
 

4.7.10 While data gathering should generally take place in neutral periods, those preparing the 
demand analysis should be cognisant of patterns of demand for any new piece of 
infrastructure or transport service throughout the year to ensure a reasonable level of 
capacity is available to users throughout the year. 
 

4.7.11 All assumptions underpinning the demand analysis should again be clearly outlined. 
 

4.7.12 The Approving Authority may request, particularly for larger and more complex projects 
and programmes, the demand analysis to be reviewed and validated by independent 
experts. 

4.8  Developing the Longlist of Options  
 

4.8.1 The IG requires a longlist of potential options for intervention to be developed to include 
all feasible solutions which could address the identified issues and meet the objectives set.  
 

4.8.2 It is important that the development of options for a project or programme is carried out in 
line with NIFTI. Options should be developed in line with the Modal and Intervention 
Hierarchies. The Modal Hierarchy suggests, where circumstances allow, that active travel 
interventions should be the primary consideration for investment, followed by public 
transport, followed by investments focused on private transport. This is to promote greater 
sustainability in Irish land transport. The Intervention Hierarchy focuses on proportionality 
and maximising the value of our existing transport network.  Further information on both 
Hierarchies is included in Section 4.3 of NIFTI and in Box 4.4 below. 
 

 
9 The central scenario underpinning the analysis of scheme options should typically only include other schemes 
which have already been pre-committed i.e., an existing funding commitment which has progressed through 
planning and is either under construction or programmed into the relevant capital expenditure budget. Further 
guidance on the inclusion of other schemes in central scenario scheme options or in sensitivity testing is set out 
in Section 4.9. of this document. 
10 See TAF Module 7 for detailed guidance on sensitivity testing and scenario analysis. 
11 Further detail on neutral periods can be found in TII’s PAG Unit 5.2 PE-PAG-02016 (tiipublications.ie)  

https://www.tiipublications.ie/library/PE-PAG-02016-02.pdf
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Box 4.4 NIFTI Modal and Intervention Hierarchies 

 
Active travel is the most sustainable mode of travel. 
Increasing the share of active travel can reduce the 
carbon footprint of the transport sector, improve air 
quality, reduce urban congestion, and bring about 
positive health impacts as a result of increased physical 
activity. It is also important in enabling access to other 
mobility options, such as public transport. The 
attractiveness of this mode is partially dependent on 
infrastructure. However, active travel, by itself, is less 
feasible over longer distances and therefore not 
appropriate for addressing all of the challenges across 
the transport network. 
 
Public transport refers to buses, light and heavy rail, 
and shared transport. These modes, by design, are able 
to transport larger volumes of people and therefore 
increasing levels of usage can have environmental 
benefits. While many bus and rail services are 
subsidised by the State, economies of scale mean that 
they are more cost-effective in or between areas of 
higher population density. Shared transport is a subset 
of public transport and encompasses taxis, ride-sharing 
and other forms of shared mobility.  
 
Private transport includes cars, motorcycles and 
mopeds. These are low occupancy vehicles which 
occupy road space, and generally have the greatest 
contribution to poor air quality and congestion.  

‘Maintain’ refers specifically to measures which 
protect the existing transport network, and keep it at 
the standard or capability at which it was designed. 
This includes all protection and renewal investments, 
and investments targeted at climate resilience. 
 
‘Optimise’ refers to measures which are targeted at 
increasing levels of service of transport infrastructure 
through enabling and encouraging more efficient 
behaviour and sustainable use of the network. 
 
‘Improve’ refers to measures which increase the 
capability of existing infrastructure, by increasing the 
standard of that infrastructure, or measures which 
shift existing capacity to more sustainable modes. 
 
‘New’ encompasses all measures which entail 
significant increases to transport infrastructure 
capacity. 

 
4.8.3 Given that the Hierarchies are intended to encourage project sponsors to think more widely 

about the proposals they put forward, options may involve a combination of modes or 
interventions and span more than one tier. For example, a new road bypass including 
segregated cycle lanes as part of the construction could align with Tiers 1 and 3 of the 
Modal Hierarchy and Tier 4 of the Intervention Hierarchy. However, to give decision-
makers a sense of the scale of impacts that each option is likely to have, the Sponsoring 
Agency should specify which tier of each Hierarchy they consider the option in question to 
primarily belong to, on the basis of evidence or a clearly specified criterion such as the 
amount of road space allocated. Sponsoring Agencies should also show which other tiers 
of the Hierarchies, if any, they consider each option to align with. Sponsoring Agencies are 
encouraged to provide narrative text to elaborate on this where useful. 
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4.8.4 Consideration of options under the Modal Hierarchy should consider how best to optimise 
both the movement of people and the movement of goods and services, as appropriate for 
the scheme in question. Where relevant, Sponsoring Agencies should set out how different 
modes or interventions may be integrated in a solution that maximises overall transport 
efficiency, for example by improving access to public transport while also facilitating active 
travel.  

 
4.8.5 Both Hierarchies are principle-based tools, rather than strict rules. The identification of 

options within investment proposals should continue to be needs-based and objectives-
led. The role of the Hierarchies is to assist investment decision-making in the land transport 
sector within the context of the Project Ireland 2040 National Strategic Outcomes. 
 

4.8.6 It is recognised that some modes and some types of intervention may not be appropriate 
to address certain transport challenges. In these cases, the Sponsoring Agency should set 
out a clear and evidence-based explanation of why a mode or intervention type should not 
be considered despite being favoured by the relevant NIFTI Hierarchy. 
 

4.8.7 It is important that the longlist sets out the types of options which will be assessed, 
including considerations under these headings: 
 

• The NIFTI Investment Hierarchies. Options should be developed in line with the 
NIFTI Modal and Intervention Hierarchies (see above). 
 

• Geographic scope of options to be assessed. It may be that options will include a 
narrower or wider geographic scope, for example improving a small section of 
infrastructure versus a larger section or considering a broad-ranging scheme versus 
a smaller subset of that scheme. Other considerations may include whether 
improved or new infrastructure options will be online or offline in relation to the 
existing infrastructure in the study area. 
 

• Incremental phasing of options. There may be factors such as traffic growth 
projections or availability of funding that make it necessary to consider 
implementing certain options, particularly those with large scopes, in incremental 
stages at different points in time. This is particularly important if a programmatic 
approach to investment is being considered. 
 

• Level of Service options. It may be necessary to assess different levels of service 
offered by different options (e.g., different frequencies of public transport service, 
management versus investment options, single vs dual carriageway, etc.) in order to 
assess the best value for money solution to the problem at hand. 

 
4.8.8 The development of this longlist should be informed, as appropriate, by wider transport 

strategies which have already been completed (see Section 4.5 above), which may, with the 
agreement of the Approving Authority, influence the nature of options identified in the 
longlist. The longlist set out at this stage of the lifecycle should also follow logically from 
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the consideration of modal/service delivery options within the POD, and reflect any 
feedback given on this element of the POD by the Approving Authority. 
 

4.8.9 Wide consideration should be given to potential options. Consultation with stakeholders 
and experts should be considered at the outset of the appraisal process and should be used 
where appropriate to develop the longlist of options. 
 

4.8.10 All feasible options should be included in an objective manner in the longlisting process. 
Over-specifying certain interventions or promoting certain interventions over others at this 
stage of the process without reference to evidence or analysis should be avoided. Bias in 
favour of particular options can lead to suboptimal decisions being made later in the 
appraisal process. 

4.9  Longlist Appraisal - Shortlisting Options 
 

4.9.1 The longlist should contain as many reasonably feasible intervention options as possible. 
The PBC is expected to identify a preferred option for intervention that will address the 
issues or exploit the opportunities identified. In order to identify the options from which 
a preferred option can be chosen, those appraising intervention options must undertake 
an objective preliminary analysis of the longlist of intervention options and identify the 
interventions which are most likely to meet the set SMART objectives, are best aligned 
with the Investment Priorities and Hierarchies as set out in NIFTI and which have the 
greatest potential to maximise benefits and positive impacts while minimising costs and 
negative impacts. This process is known as ‘shortlisting’ or ‘sifting’. 

 
4.9.2 For schemes with estimated total costs of over €200 million only, the Sponsoring 

Agency is expected to submit a Longlist Assessment Report (LAR) summarising the 
shortlisting process to the Approving Authority and the Department of Transport (in 
cases where the Department is not already the Approving Authority) in the period 
between the submissions of the POD and PBC. This report is expected to summarise the 
sifting process followed to establish the shortlist and should be submitted before the 
detailed appraisal of the shortlisted options, with the Approving Authority and the 
Department of Transport providing feedback to the Sponsoring Agency for incorporation 
in the development of the PBC (see Box 4.5 below). 

 

Box 4.5 Longlist Assessment Report 
The Longlist Assessment Report (LAR) is a requirement of the transport project lifecycle 
for major projects/programmes only (>€200 million). Its role is to allow the Approving 
Authority and Department of Transport to engage with the sifting of the longlist of 
options before detailed appraisal has been carried out on the shortlist of options. This 
is intended to prevent issues arising which may cause delays at Approval Gate 1 when 
a full review of the Preliminary Business Case is carried out by the Approving Authority 
and Department, and to facilitate a smoother and more timely appraisal process overall.  
 



 

Page 21 of 36 
 

The Longlist Assessment Report should summarise the longlist assessment process as 
informed by Sections 4.8 and 4.9 of TAF and outlined below. 
 

 
For these schemes, the Longlist Assessment Report should be provided to the 
Approving Authority in the first instance. The Approving Authority should review the 
LAR and generate comments to be incorporated by the Sponsoring Agency in the 
development of the PBC. In cases where the Department is not already the Approving 
Authority, the Approving Authority should then forward the LAR and its comments to 
the Department, for any additional observations or comments, before sending 
combined comments back to the Sponsoring Agency for incorporation in the 
development of the PBC including detailed appraisal elements.   
 

4.9.3 It is recommended that a Multi-Criteria Analysis (MCA) approach be used for the 
shortlisting process. The criteria to be used within this MCA to identify the best 
performing options should be the scheme objectives themselves. Scheme sponsors 
should note that this requirement for MCA at this stage of the project lifecycle differs 
from the potential use of MCA at the detailed appraisal stage, where the criteria to be 
used are the criteria set out in Section 7.2 of TAF Module 7. The purpose of this sifting 
exercise is to identify a small number of candidate options for detailed appraisal, based 
on the ability of the options to effectively and efficiently address the SMART scheme 
objectives. 
 

4.9.4 When scoring or categorising possible intervention options, those undertaking the task 
are expected to provide a short explanation for each score or categorisation provided.  
 

4.9.5 Assessment of potential solutions may also reflect other relevant areas of analysis 
including demand analysis. 
 

4.9.6 All analysis undertaken should be objective. Considerations applied to the analysis of 
one option must also be applied to the analysis of similar options e.g., discussion of the 
risk of flooding must not be isolated to one option and should be discussed across all 
the options identified. 
 

4.9.7 Building on the NIFTI assessment at the longlist stage, Sponsoring Agencies should 
specify which tier of the NIFTI Modal and Intervention Hierarchies they consider each 
given option in the shortlist to align with most closely, based on evidence or a clearly 
specified criterion such as the amount of road space allocated. Sponsoring Agencies 
should also show which other tiers of the Hierarchies, if any, they consider each option 

•Establish the longlist of options in line with TAF and IG guidance

•Conduct a Multi-Criteria Analysis (MCA) centred on scheme objectives

•Derive the shortlist of options, informed by MCA results and TAF guidance
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to align with. Sponsoring Agencies are encouraged to provide narrative text to 
elaborate on this where useful. 
 

4.9.8 The Sponsoring Agency should set out a clear and evidence-based explanation in any 
instance where a mode or intervention type will not be taken forward to the shortlist 
of options despite being favoured by the relevant NIFTI Hierarchy. This can draw on 
the MCA and any associated analysis undertaken to sift the longlist. 
 

4.9.9 Options for analysis may comprise of a package of measures derived from the longlist. 
This can occur where individual measures are considered insufficient to meet the 
primary objectives or where a package of measures has the potential to be more cost 
effective. It can be useful to include measures in a package that addresses different 
aspects of a project or programme’s objectives, or which are complementary to those 
objectives. Packages can include a combination of solutions such as additional 
infrastructure, new transport services, behavioural nudges, and demand management 
interventions. 
 

4.9.10 Conversely, if a package of measures is identified in the longlist, individual elements of 
that package can be brought forward to be assessed as a single option. 
 

4.9.11 The shortlisting process should result in a list of the most promising feasible solutions. 
These options for a project or programme are in turn assessed in a detailed economic, 
financial, and wider impact appraisal in the next part of the PBC. While there is no strict 
upper limit on the number of options that can be brought forward for detailed appraisal, 
there is a minimum number of options that should generally be appraised in detail for 
any project or programme.  
 

4.9.12 The shortlist process should result in the following minimum number of options being 
brought forward for detailed appraisal: 
 

• At least one Do–Nothing/Do-Minimum option: The Sponsoring Agency must 
consider either a Do-Nothing or Do-Minimum option as part of a detailed 
scheme appraisal:  
 

o The Do–Nothing or Do-Minimum option must be considered as it 
establishes a baseline against which the various Do-Something options 
can be assessed and informs policymakers about the likely outcomes of 
not pursuing a given scheme.  
 

o This baseline option should represent a realistic outcome of not 
proceeding with the scheme. So, for example, if not proceeding would 
lead to unacceptable safety issues, it is realistic to assume a Do-
Minimum option (instead of a Do-Nothing option) whereby safety 
standards are maintained.  
 



 

Page 23 of 36 
 

o Unless otherwise specified, existing levels of spending on any existing 
services or protection and renewal of infrastructure are assumed to 
remain constant going forward once adjusted for inflation. This spending 
may or may not be sufficient to prevent conditions from deteriorating 
over the appraisal period.  
 

o Do – Minimum options typically only include investments that have 
already been pre-committed i.e., an existing funding commitment which 
has progressed through planning and is either under construction or 
programmed into the relevant capital expenditure budget12. The Do-
Minimum option typically does not include other schemes which are 
planned but not fully committed as defined above.13 However, such 
planned schemes may be considered within the appraisal process via 
sensitivity or scenario analysis14. These Do–Minimum interventions may 
not fully address the investment rationale and may not provide the 
necessary capacity or conditions to meet projected demand in the long–
term or fulfil the stated objectives of a proposed intervention. 

 
• At least three Do–Something options: Do–Something options include all those 

solutions involving interventions which may lead to the set SMART objectives 
being met. These options can include the provision of new services or 
infrastructure, demand management measures or increased expenditure on the 
existing network or services to meet projected demand.  
 

4.9.13 In the event where the minimum number of options is not brought forward for detailed 
appraisal, the Sponsoring Agency must clearly outline in the longlist appraisal why this 
is the case. The Approving Authority must take account of circumstances, which may 
be unique to the project or programme proposal, and the explanation provided. If the 
explanation is deemed insufficient, the Approving Authority may request the 
Sponsoring Agency to review the shortlisting process. 
 

4.9.14 Variations of one solution may count as separate Do–Something options e.g., a road-
based solution may have three separate routes which count as three separate options. 
In line with the principles of objective analysis and NIFTI Hierarchy alignment, those 
deriving the shortlist should seek, where appropriate and where possible, to include a 
variety of modal and intervention options in the detailed appraisal process.  
 

4.9.15 As outlined above, under certain circumstances, the Do–Nothing option would lead to 
adverse outcomes that are unacceptable from a public policy perspective such as 
allowing unsafe conditions to prevail. In such a scenario, the more realistic 

 
12 For further guidance on the Do-Minimum option, including definitions of ‘committed’ schemes and ‘planned’ 
schemes, see Section 2.6.3 of Project Appraisal Guidelines Unit 4.0 - Options Report PE-PAG-02013 
(tiipublications.ie). 
13 Where an Approving Authority wishes to include planned schemes that are not yet committed, this should 
be outlined in the POD. 
14 For detailed guidance on sensitivity and scenario analysis, see TAF Module 7. 

https://www.tiipublications.ie/library/PE-PAG-02013-02.pdf
https://www.tiipublications.ie/library/PE-PAG-02013-02.pdf
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counterfactual to consider is that of the Do–Minimum option. While it is still important 
to understand the potential impact of a Do–Nothing scenario, unrealistic Do–Nothing 
options should not be used as they may overstate the potential benefits of a project or 
programme. 

 

4.10 Detailed Appraisal of Options 
 

4.10.1 The detailed appraisal process of the Preliminary Business Case should provide the basis 
for a decision on whether to proceed with a project or programme in principle or not and 
identify the option that best meets the objectives of the scheme and delivers the best 
value for money within the scheme’s constraints. The aim of the detailed appraisal is to 
assess to what degree the shortlisted options effectively and efficiently address the issues 
or opportunities identified and SMART objectives set and to determine the preferred 
option for an intervention. As part of this analysis, the costs, benefits, and wider impacts 
of each option, including the “Do Nothing” or “Do Minimum”, should be compared. 
 

4.10.2 The detailed appraisal process should be proportionate to the estimated cost of the 
shortlisted options identified for the project or programme. If one or more of the 
shortlisted options is valued at €30m or greater, all shortlisted options must undergo a 
Transport and Accessibility Appraisal (TAA). This involves a detailed consideration of the 
quantitative and qualitative impacts of scheme options across defined criteria, and a 
Cost Effectiveness Analysis (CEA). Cost Benefit Analysis (CBA) must subsequently be 
carried out on the shortlist of scheme options, or a subset of the shortlist, based on the 
results of the TAA. Where none of the shortlisted options has an estimated cost equal 
to or greater than €30m, a detailed Multi–Criteria Analysis (MCA) based on the criteria 
in Section 7.2 of TAF Module 7 will suffice for the detailed impact assessment of options 
within the detailed appraisal. Full guidance on these elements of the detailed appraisal 
process is available in TAF Module 7.  

 
4.10.3 On projects where a robust monetisation of project benefits is not feasible or where 

required intervention is known, a detailed Cost Effectiveness Analysis (CEA) may be the 
most appropriate form of detailed economic analysis to be conducted in place of a CBA. 
The potential use of a CEA for this purpose should be raised in the Appraisal Plan section 
of the POD. 
 

4.10.4 Prior to conducting the detailed appraisal, there are several critical inputs that must be 
brought up to a reasonable level of detail. This includes a high-level design of each 
shortlisted option, revised cost estimates for each option and a review of potential 
demand for and use of each option. 

 
4.10.5 In order to conduct a detailed appraisal in an appropriate manner, the potential designs 

or specifications of the shortlisted options should be reasonably developed. Some of the 
following aspects of option design or specification should be considered prior to the 
detailed appraisal stage: 
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• The proposed route of an option. 
 

• The number of structures required e.g., overpasses. 
 

• Potential land requirements. 
 

• Any substantial engineering works required e.g., stabilisation of embankment. 
 

• Remedial works to offset negative impacts such as noise pollution; and  
 

• The level of operational assets required e.g., number of buses. 
 

4.10.6 Risk analysis should be performed after high level designs have been set so that potential 
issues with an option can be incorporated into the high-level cost contingencies. Risk 
analysis should be performed on the basis of the guidance provided in TAF Module 7. 
 

4.10.7 Risk analysis should consider both the known and unknown risks that may arise during 
the construction of any infrastructure e.g., discovering an archaeological site, as well as 
risks associated if the option was to be implemented i.e., operational risks such as 
susceptibility to flooding. 

 
4.10.8 The results of risk analysis for each of the shortlisted options should be summarised 

within the PBC. 
 

4.10.9 Having reasonably detailed designs and risk assessments for the shortlisted options is also 
critical in ensuring cost estimates are reasonably robust in order to carry out a detailed 
economic appraisal, particularly where option costs are estimated to be in excess of €30m 
and a detailed economic appraisal in the form of a CBA is required. Cost estimates for the 
shortlisted options should be prepared in accordance with the guidance set out in TAF 
Module 7 and methods such as those highlighted in Box 4.6 below. All assumptions 
relating to how an option has been costed should be outlined in the business case. 

 
4.10.10 The other critical input into the detailed appraisal process is an updated demand analysis. 

The demand analysis prepared prior to the shortlisting process should be revisited and 
revised as necessary to ensure it is robust. This is particularly important where a CBA is 
used to appraise the different options. 
 

4.10.11 Once the critical inputs of design, costs and demand estimates have been reviewed, the 
detailed appraisal should be conducted as set out in Section 4.10.2 above i.e., MCA for 
schemes where no option is estimated to cost >€30m, and TAA (including CEA) plus CBA 
for any scheme where costs are estimated to equal or exceed €30m. Detailed guidance 
on how to carry out these analytical exercises is provided in TAF Module 7. 
 

4.10.12 Sensitivity, scenario and/or switching analysis should be conducted for the options under 
examination. Depending on the proposed scope of options, the level of sensitivity analysis 
may vary slightly to account for differences in design complexity etc. and this should be 
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discussed where appropriate. All assumptions and results arising from sensitivity, scenario 
and/or switching analysis should be outlined alongside the results for the main appraisal15. 
Detailed guidance on how to perform sensitivity, scenario and switching analysis is 
provided in TAF Module 7. 

 
4.10.13 An important consideration in the qualitative assessment of options is the potential 

impacts arising from the implementation of an option. Transport schemes often result in 
disruption for a period once implemented. This disruption may be severe depending on 
the scope of an option and therefore it is important for decision makers to be aware of 
the potential consequences of an option being implemented. Hence, acknowledging the 
impact of scheme implementation on surrounding areas, commuters, nearby residents, 
and other relevant stakeholders is important, and this should be assessed before 
implementing an option. 
  

4.10.14 A summary of the main detailed appraisal and sensitivity analysis results should be clearly 
outlined in the PBC. Scheme sponsors should note the requirements for the presentation 
of appraisal results when carrying out a TAA which are set out in the TAA section of TAF 
Module 7, in particular the requirement for presentation of results in a consolidated 
table to inform decision-makers. In the case of an economic appraisal using CBA, key 
metrics such as Net Present Values (NPVs) and Benefit Cost Ratios (BCRs) must be 
presented for each option examined.  
  

4.10.15 It may become clear following the initial detailed assessment of the shortlisted options 
that a combination of these options may represent the best path forward in terms of 
addressing issues or opportunities identified, efficiently and effectively meeting the 
proposed SMART objectives.  In this case, those conducting the detailed appraisal should 
follow the same steps for a combined option as for the other options i.e., review designs, 
risks, costs, demand, and wider impacts, and clearly outline any assumptions and rationale 
for exploring this option. A sensitivity analysis must also be conducted for this option. 

4.11  Financial Appraisal 
 

4.11.1 A financial appraisal must be conducted for all shortlisted options irrespective of 
estimated cost as required by the IG. The financial appraisal differs from an economic 
appraisal in that it focuses on the cashflows associated with an option and its potential 
implications for the Exchequer. Detailed guidance on how to conduct a financial 
appraisal is provided in TAF Module 7. 
 

4.11.2 It is vitally important that cost estimates are accurate, and that uncertainty is 
appropriately taken into account and highlighted. Inaccurate cost estimates can 
negatively impact the public finances and may result in investment decisions being 
taken which would not otherwise have been taken. Box 4.6 below discusses cost 
forecasting methods. 
 

 
15 Also referred to as the “Central Scenario” 
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4.11.3 When preparing estimates of construction costs, scheme sponsors should note the 
guidance in Box 1.5 of the ‘Infrastructure Guidelines: Strategic Assessment and 
Preliminary Business Case’ document16 on the use of the International Cost 
Management Standard 3rd Edition (ICMS3).  

 
16 Available at: https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/279691/4e7da363-b0b4-431a-99e7-
a41c1399c8db.pdf#page=null  

Box 4.6 Cost Forecasting Methods 
There are a number of methods that should be considered when preparing cost estimates 
for projects or programmes throughout the project lifecycle.  
 
External Peer Review 
External peer reviews involve suitably qualified experts, who are independent of the project 
or programme team, conducting a review of the project or programme. This review can 
involve examining the project or programme as a whole or a certain aspect of the project or 
programme, such as costs. Such experts can help ensure assumptions, data and models used 
in the appraisal process and implementation of a project or programme are robust and 
objective. 
 
Benchmarking 
Benchmarking compares the projected or actual costs or performance of a project or 
programme against costs or performance of similar existing schemes. There are two types 
of benchmarking that can be undertaken: top-down benchmarking and bottom-up 
benchmarking. 
 
Top-down benchmarking takes the total estimated cost of a project or programme and 
breaks it down into the constituent parts. These broken-down costs are then compared with 
the same costs in similar projects or programmes. 
 
Bottom-up benchmarking takes the estimated cost for each required input for a project or 
programme to estimate the total cost. Again, input costs are compared with similar schemes. 
Unlike top-down benchmarking, a completed design is required in order to conduct bottom-
up benchmarking effectively. It is therefore a more useful method for calculating costs in the 
later stages of the project lifecycle. 
 
Both benchmarking methods can be used in a complementary manner in the later stages of 
the project lifecycle to help ensure cost estimates are robust. 
 
Reference Class Forecasting 
Reference class forecasting predicts the outcome of a proposal based on actual existing 
outcomes of similar interventions. Reference class forecasting involves identifying a 
reference class of similar schemes and establishing a probability distribution for the selected 
reference class for the costs being forecast. The estimated proposal costs are then compared 

https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/279691/4e7da363-b0b4-431a-99e7-a41c1399c8db.pdf#page=null
https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/279691/4e7da363-b0b4-431a-99e7-a41c1399c8db.pdf#page=null
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4.11.4 Similar to the economic appraisal, the key results of the financial appraisal (e.g., 

Financial Net Present Value) should be clearly outlined in the PBC alongside a general 
assessment of the affordability of the scheme in the context of available resources17. 
Any assumptions taken when performing the financial appraisal should also be clearly 
outlined in the business case. 

 

4.12  Risk and Uncertainty 
 

4.12.1 Risks and uncertainties should be considered in the economic and financial appraisals, 
particularly as the estimated values of costs, benefits or delivery schedules may not 
emerge as expected which can have a knock-on effect for the various stages of the 
project or programme. The risks of adverse conditions and the potential uncertainty 
associated with each option should be identified and factored into the decision-making 
process. Realistic assumptions should be made, and risk minimisation strategies should 
be put in place. It is important that steps are taken to manage risk and uncertainty as 
part of both the economic and financial appraisal process.  

4.12.2 There are a number of key steps which should be taken to identify risks and 
uncertainties, including: 

• Ensuring the data and assumptions underlying the estimation of costs and 
benefits are reliable and realistic;  
 

• Developing the identification of risks e.g., examining each variable to assess the 
likelihood of the risk materialising; 
 

• Using risk assessment techniques to assess the level of risk and the impact of 
risk on project performance; 

 
• Devising a risk management strategy; and  

 
• Communicating the risk management strategy to relevant stakeholders 

In all cases, Sponsoring Agencies must seek an outside view of proposals, to anticipate 
risks and uncertainties which may arise. Further information can be found in section 
1.11 of the ‘Infrastructure Guidelines: Strategic Assessment and Preliminary Business 
Case’ document. 

 
 
 

 
17 In the case of Exchequer funded schemes, this should be assessed in light of the available Medium Term 
Capital Envelopes and existing commitments. 

with the reference class distribution. Reference class forecasting is particularly useful for 
larger transport investment proposals.  
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4.13  NIFTI Assessment of Preferred Option 
 

4.13.1 NIFTI sets out four Investment Priorities: Decarbonisation, Protection and Renewal, 
Mobility of People and Goods in Urban Areas, and Enhanced Regional and Rural 
Connectivity. Sponsoring Agencies must demonstrate a scheme’s alignment with at least 
one of these priorities in order to be considered for funding. Further information on the 
Priorities is included in Section 4.2 of NIFTI. 
 

Figure 2 NIFTI Investment Priorities 

 

 
4.13.2 The purpose of the NIFTI Investment Priorities is to ensure transport investment supports 

the delivery of the National Strategic Outcomes of the National Planning Framework. It is 
therefore important for Sponsoring Agencies to be able to demonstrate a proposal’s 
alignment with one or more of the priorities. 
 

4.13.3 Sponsoring Agencies are also required to set out any potential positive or negative impacts 
in relation to all NIFTI Investment Priorities. For example, a scheme which has the objective 
of decreasing journey times between two urban centres may lead to an adverse impact on 
the Decarbonisation priority by providing upgrades to the national road network which 
may increase patterns of car dependency. Similarly, interventions which have a specific 
climate rationale such as demand management or road space reallocation measures may 
result in longer journey times for people or goods in urban areas.  
 

4.13.4 In order to support Sponsoring Agencies in assessing the compliance of a scheme proposal 
with NIFTI Investment Priorities, they should complete the NIFTI Assessment template set 
out in Appendix A. This table is used to note, using narrative text and indicative scoring, 
the likely impact of a proposed intervention across each of the Investment Priorities, noting 
if a positive, negative, or neutral impact is likely and the potential scale of the impact. This 
scoring should be performed on the preferred option.  

 
4.13.5 When potential negative impacts are recorded for an Investment Priority, Sponsoring 

Agencies can set out potential mitigation measures which could be deployed to reduce the 
negative impacts. For example, if the reallocation of road space to a public transport or 
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active travel intervention could have a negative impact on rural and regional connectivity 
for private car users, this could be offset through the provision of an increase in local public 
transport services. Where mitigating information has been supplied, the Sponsoring 
Agency can make the case to reduce a negative impact score initially assigned to an option 
in relation to an Investment Priority.  
 

4.13.6 Scores for options should be reported in a table like the one below. 

Table 2: NIFTI Assessment Table 

 

4.13.7 The aim of the NIFTI Assessment is to provide decision makers with a clearer sense of a 
scheme’s potential impact on each of the investment priorities. It is important to note that 
the scores allocated to options are not intended to be aggregated, and that a negative score 
under one or multiple priorities does not necessarily preclude investment in that scheme 
or option. Investment is required across the four NIFTI Priorities in order to achieve the 
goals of the framework, and some schemes or options will by their nature focus on only 
delivering a subset of the priorities.  

4.14 Climate and Environmental Performance 
 

4.14.1 As part of the Preliminary Business Case, each specific project or programme is assessed 
from a climate perspective. Within the PBC, the Sponsoring Agency should set out all 
relevant climate and environmental related information under a specific section, titled 
‘Climate and Environmental Performance.’  This includes an assessment of the impact of 
the proposal on greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions and the resilience of the 
project/programme to the impacts of climate change. Following the detailed appraisal of 
scheme options to identify a preferred option and drawing on that analysis, the Climate & 
Environmental Performance assessment should focus primarily on the likely climate & 
environmental impacts of the identified preferred option, referring to other options 
considered where relevant to the assessment of the proposal’s likely impacts. 
 

4.14.2 Items to be considered within this section should include: 

 Decarbonisation Protection and 
Renewal 

Enhanced 
Regional and 
Rural 
Connectivity 

Mobility of 
People and 
Goods in Urban 
Areas 

Preferred Option 

Impact 
Score Neutral Neutral Neutral High Positive 

Impact 
After 
Mitigations 

Low Positive Neutral Neutral High Positive 
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• The expected change in transport greenhouse gas (GHG) emissions associated with 
the proposal, determined by modelling or other assessment18. 
 

• Information on the incorporation of climate impacts into the economic appraisal, 
including the scale of climate impacts relative to other impacts in the scheme. 
 

• Information on the output of the Climate Change Impact and Local Environment 
Impact assessments from the Transport and Accessibility Appraisal (TAA) for the 
scheme. This reflects both climate mitigation and climate adaptation impacts for the 
scheme as well as local environmental impacts19.   

 
4.14.3 Sponsoring Agencies may also wish to set out any other relevant information, such as: 

 
• The options or programme of options considered which affected environmental and 

climate related outcomes. 
 

• Climate-related risks to which the project or programme is exposed. 
 

• The climate adaptation and resilience impacts of the proposal. 
 

• Mitigations to adverse effects or risks that are in place or proposed.  
 

4.14.4 Information can be presented qualitatively where it is not feasible to quantify the impact. 

4.15 Key Performance Indicators 
 

4.15.1 The Infrastructure Guidelines outlines the need to identify the likely Key Performance 
Indicators (KPIs) for a proposed intervention. It is strongly recommended that a Logic Path 
Model (LPM) be used to help determine the possible KPIs of an intervention.  The LPM 
should demonstrate the conceptual thread between objectives, options and KPIs, and it 
is imperative that the link between these is shown in the LPM. More detailed guidance 
on Logic Path Models can be found in Box 1.1 of the ‘Infrastructure Guidelines: Strategic 
Assessment and Preliminary Business Case’ document20. 

4.16 Plan for Procurement and Implementation 
 

4.16.1 The PBC is required to give some consideration to how the delivery mechanisms for 
options are to be procured as per the guidelines set out in the IG. Early consideration 
of procurement strategies and implementation, operation and management of options 

 
18 See guidance on the Climate Change Mitigation sub-criterion of the Transport and Accessibility Appraisal 
within Module 7 for further details and references to modelling tools/data sources.  
19 See Module 7 for details. While proposals under €30m are not required to complete a full TAA, they should 
provide relevant information on climate change mitigation and adaptation and local environmental impacts 
here and the data sources and indicators for the TAA may be useful in this regard. 
20 4e7da363-b0b4-431a-99e7-a41c1399c8db.pdf (www.gov.ie) 

https://www.gov.ie/pdf/?file=https://assets.gov.ie/279691/4e7da363-b0b4-431a-99e7-a41c1399c8db.pdf#page=null


 

Page 32 of 36 
 

has been shown to lead to improvements in the outcomes and reduces risk of proposals 
that proceed. 
 

4.16.2 For each shortlisted option, the following should be considered briefly and outlined: 
 

• Procurement Options Available: This should draw upon existing data, 
knowledge of procurement practices for schemes of the type in question, and 
relevant analysis that has already been carried out during the project lifecycle 
e.g., lessons learned from similar previous schemes. 
 

• Implementation Timescales: The time taken to deliver the project. This should 
already have been considered as part of the time horizons put together for the 
detailed economic and financial appraisals. 

 
• Delivery Capacity: The capacity of the Sponsoring Agency or industry to deliver 

an option in terms of resources and expertise should be examined. Again, this 
can build upon some of the analysis conducted earlier in the project lifecycle. 

 
• Project Governance: How the potential delivery and operation of an option is 

likely to be managed going forward. The various roles and responsibilities of the 
various key stakeholders in the proposal, such as the Sponsoring Agency, 
Approving Authority, and any other implementation bodies should be briefly 
outlined. 
 

• Contract Management: Arrangements for the management of potential 
contracts should be briefly outlined. 

 
4.16.3 The PBC should provide high-level options for implementation (including governance 

structures) and operation for shortlisted options. This is an important consideration as 
options with good results from the detailed appraisal may also prove to be more 
difficult to implement or operate than options with slightly less preferable appraisal 
metrics. 

4.17 Plan for Monitoring and Evaluation 
 

4.17.1 At this stage of the project lifecycle, consideration should be given to how a proposal’s 
performance will be monitored and evaluated. This plan should follow directly from the 
scheme objectives and associated Key Performance Indicators (KPIs). The results of the 
Logic Path Model and/or examining the evaluation techniques used for similar schemes 
that have been completed can also help inform what KPIs and measures are required 
to objectively assess post–completion performance. The PBC should outline how the 
necessary data for such assessment will be collected or sourced. 
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4.18 Preferred Option and Recommendation for Approving Authority 
 

4.18.1 The purpose of the PBC is to identify a preferred option for a project or programme 
and to inform a decision on whether or not to proceed with the scheme in principle. 
When selecting the preferred option, consideration should be given to the following: 
 
• The Project Objectives: While an option may have several benefits and positive 

impacts, it should not be selected as the preferred option if it does not meet the 
scheme’s primary objectives. The emergence of an option as preferred option 
which does not meet the scheme’s primary objectives may suggest that the 
objectives were drafted in a manner which did not reflect the project’s actual 
investment rationale. 

 
• Quantitative and Qualitative Analysis Results: The results of the MCA, CBA 

and/or TAA (where applicable) should be considered carefully when identifying a 
preferred option. How this is done will depend on the nature of the project or 
programme in question. In some cases, the selection of a preferred option may be 
heavily informed by a single metric (such as a project with primarily economic or 
safety objectives). In other cases, selecting a preferred option may require a 
balancing of different quantitative and qualitative factors. For example, the option 
with the best BCR or NPV may also have a detrimental environmental impact in 
terms of the local biodiversity or water quality, or an option with a somewhat 
lower BCR may have significant non-monetisable benefits (such as projects to 
improve accessibility in areas with high deprivation). In all cases, there should be 
a focus on meeting scheme objectives and achieving value for money. 

 
• Risks and Sensitivity Analysis: While an option may have the best appraisal 

metrics/performance out of those examined, it may be inherently risky or have a 
higher range of potential outcomes as highlighted by the sensitivity, scenario 
and/or switching analysis. 

 
• The Financial Appraisal: The best option from an economic or wider societal 

perspective may not be feasible or deliverable due to financial constraints. 
 

• Procurement and Implementation: There may be difficulty in delivering the best 
performing option due to e.g., supply capacity constraints. Particular consideration 
should be given to this area if there are time constraints around the delivery of a 
project. 

 
4.18.2 The reasons for choosing the preferred option should be clearly outlined and be 

supported by the analysis undertaken. This discussion should summarise how the 
preferred option will address the issues or opportunities identified in the project or 
programme rationale and efficiently & effectively achieve the primary objectives of the 
project or programme. Key risks and challenges in delivering the option should also be 
highlighted as part of this discussion. 
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4.18.3 The selection of the preferred option must also be accompanied with a 
recommendation for the Approving Authority to proceed with the proposal to the next 
stage of the project lifecycle.  In some cases, where there is no option that clearly 
provides positive impacts, the Do-Nothing option must be considered regardless of any 
costs sunk to date in the project. 

4.19 Approval Gate 1 
 

4.19.1 The Preliminary Business Case should be provided to the Approving Authority for its 
review. Following completion of the required reviews, the Approving Authority can at 
this point decide to: 
 
• Abandon the proposal. 
 
• Seek refinements or further development of the PBC. 
 
• Approve the proposal in principle. 
 

4.19.2 If the Approving Authority deems the PBC to be compliant with the terms of the 
Infrastructure Guidelines and these guidelines, they may approve the project or 
programme to proceed to the next stage of the appraisal process, the Detailed Business 
Case and Procurement Strategy. In doing so, the project or programme will have passed 
Approval Gate 1 in the project lifecycle – approval in principle. Approval in principle 
allows the Sponsoring Agency to finalise the design of the preferred option and begin 
the statutory planning process. 
  

4.19.3 For schemes where the Department of Transport (DoT) is the Approving Authority it 
will be responsible for carrying out reviews and project lifecycle decisions at AG1. 
 

4.19.4 For all schemes for which cost estimates are close to the ‘major project’ threshold of 
€200m, in any instances where the Approving Authority deems that there is a risk of 
the scheme exceeding the threshold in future due to proximity to the threshold or the 
range of costs, risk and uncertainty involved, the Approving Authority should submit 
the PBC documentation to DoT which will carry out a technical review of the PBC. This 
review is to determine if the analysis contained within the PBC is robust and whether 
it is compliant with the requirements set out in this guidance and in the IG. Technical 
reviews conducted by the DoT are not an approval stage but are intended to be used 
as part of an Approving Authority’s decision-making process. 
 

4.19.5 For all schemes estimated to cost over €200m, the Department of Transport must seek 
Government consent at AG1 whether it is the Approving Authority or a body under its 
aegis is the Approving Authority. The DoT will be responsible for submitting project 
documentation to the National Investment Office in the Department of Public 
Expenditure, National Development Plan Delivery, and Reform (DPENDR) for review 
by the Major Projects Advisory Group (MPAG) in advance of seeking Government 
approval. In these instances, schemes must also be externally reviewed as part of the 
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External Assurance Process and presented to MPAG for review, as set out in DPENDR 
Circular 25/202121. 
 

4.19.6 The above Infrastructure Guidelines Approval Gate processes, roles and responsibilities 
are subject to revision in accordance with any amendments to the Infrastructure 
Guidelines requirements or associated processes, as set out by DPENDR. 

  

 
21 gov - 25/2021 Update of the Public Spending Code: Guidelines for the External Assurance Process for Major 
Public Investment Projects (www.gov.ie)  

https://www.gov.ie/en/circular/9108b-252021-update-of-the-public-spending-code-guidelines-for-the-external-assurance-process-for-major-public-investment-projects/
https://www.gov.ie/en/circular/9108b-252021-update-of-the-public-spending-code-guidelines-for-the-external-assurance-process-for-major-public-investment-projects/
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