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SUMMARY

For urban agglomerations in Europe to be economically competitive it is 

vital that international destinations are easily accessible. Although in the 

past century much has been invested in the construction of the European 

rail infrastructure, rail passenger transport has grown less rapidly than 

transport by road and air. This is regrettable, because compared with other 

modes of transport travelling by train is not only safer, but also better for 

the environment and the climate.

At the time of publishing this advice it remains uncertain when and how 

the international transport market will recover from the consequences of 

the Covid-19 pandemic. Governments are currently pumping hundreds 

of billions into recovery funds and economic support packages to contain 

the consequences of the crisis and at the same time make their economies 

more sustainable. Some of this money will be used to green the transport 

sector. In a letter to the European Commission the Council for the 

Environment and Infrastructure (‘the Council’) and four advisory councils 

from other European countries argue for linking government support to 

companies in the transport sector with the objectives of the European 

Green Deal (see Appendix). Such a link is also desirable in the Netherlands. 

Greening the transport sector could be the stimulus needed to change 

tracks towards better international rail access within Europe.
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Bottlenecks for the rail passenger

Why do people not make more use of international trains? The Council 

has studied the many bottlenecks in the international rail system – not just 

from the viewpoint of the railway sector (infrastructure managers, train 

operators), but more particularly from the perspective of the international 

rail passenger. The Council’s analysis shows that although passengers have 

an extensive international rail network at their disposal, in practice they 

experience various constraints that discourage international train journeys.

The world of international rail travel is exceptionally complex. Not only 

are there many countries connected by rail, but within each country the 

operation of international rail services depends on close cooperation 

between public and private parties. To comprehend this complexity the 

Council has broken down the existing bottlenecks in the rail system into 

four groups that correspond to four layers of the rail transport system: 

mobility services (journey planners, apps and such like), transport services 

(railway companies and their rolling stock), traffic services (capacity 

management and safety systems) and the infrastructure.

Much more can be done with the existing infrastructure

The construction of new rail infrastructure is a way of improving 

accessibility by train within Europe. However, this is costly, difficult and 

time-consuming. It is something politicians are all too keen to talk about, 

but shy away from when it comes down to it. Moreover, the Council 

contends that much can be achieved with cheaper and quicker measures 

in the other layers of the rail transport system that make it possible 

for the existing rail infrastructure to be used more intensively, more 

efficiently and by more international travellers. Adaptations and changes 

to the rail infrastructure will eventually be needed, but then as part of a 

comprehensive approach involving the services described below.

Improve mobility services: information provision, ticketing and passenger 

rights

The international rail passenger will benefit from better information 

services, such as apps that give access to the services provided by all 

operators. Travellers will also benefit from measures that make it easier 

to find and book international train tickets. Moreover, the Council feels 

that train tickets should be available earlier than at present (which is often 

no more than three months in advance of travel). Improvements are also 

needed in passenger rights, for example on missed connections.

Improve transport services: new international services and the train as an 

attractive option

It is important to encourage the introduction of new international transport 

services and the Council advises the government to actively seek out 

operators that are willing to run transboundary services. Further, the 

Council considers it essential to make international trains an attractive 

travel option that can compete better with other transport modes. This can 

be achieved by providing comfortable, rapid, direct services between the 

internationally important metropolitan areas at fair and competitive prices.

CHANGING TRACKS | SUMMARY
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Improve traffic services: more efficient capacity allocation and more use of 

information technology

Under the existing principles for capacity management it will soon become 

very difficult to find more room for international services. However, the 

Council thinks that space can be found if the existing capacity is used more 

intelligently. For example, within the ‘basic hour pattern’ (basisuurpatroon) 

scheduling that is operated on the Dutch railway network there is room 

to increase the frequency of services on all international routes in the 

Netherlands. Introducing information technology applications will also help 

to make more intensive use of the rail network.

Improve the infrastructure: invest in one eastern corridor

In the longer term, improvements to the rail infrastructure will also be 

necessary. The Council urges the government to invest in one eastern 

corridor. What the Council has in mind are adaptations to the existing 

tracks that will permit trains to travel at speeds from 160 to 200 km/hour. 

Unbundling regional, national and international rail transport will help to 

improve access to destinations in the Netherlands by international train 

services. Station capacity also needs to be looked at in connection with this.

In conclusion

The Council is aware that boosting international rail passenger transport is 

a complex business:

•	 Putting the proposed policy into effect will involve action not only by 

government by also by the operators. For them it is important that there 

is indeed a market for a growing number of passengers. The government 

can do very little to directly influence passenger numbers, but improving 

the mobility and transport services will stimulate this market.

•	 Many countries are involved and they have different ideas about the 

number of tasks and range of powers the EU should be given in this area. 

That is why the Council proposes a gradual approach.

•	 Finally, further growth in international passenger transport will make 

increasing demands on the available capacity on the rail network. Spare 

capacity is available, but is not limitless. A time will come when choices 

will have to be made about the allocation of capacity between passenger 

and freight transport and/or national and international services. This is a 

political decision, and it must not be avoided. The Council points out that 

at the moment the interests of international rail passengers are not being 

taken fully into account.

Not all of the Council’s recommendations can be implemented in the short 

term, but this does not alter the fact that with its long-term recommenda-

tions the Council supports the pursuit of policy objectives that are endorsed 

both nationally and in the European context.

CHANGING TRACKS | SUMMARY
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1	 INTRODUCTION

1.1	 Background
Over the past few decades the volume of travel between the European 

metropolitan agglomerations has risen sharply, especially by road and air. 

International rail services have so far accounted for a modest share of this 

growth, but as a safe and environmentally friendly mode of transport they 

should be meeting a much bigger proportion of this demand for mobility. 

Greater use of international train services could also enhance the economic 

competitiveness of urban agglomerations.

The European Commission has already taken many initiatives to improve 

transboundary rail services, and in doing so to encourage international 

travellers to make more use of the train. In recent decades European policy 

has focused primarily on the harmonisation of technical systems and of 

safety and operational regulations, and on more competition in the market 

for international rail passenger transport. Despite this, the share of rail in 

the international transport market within Europe has not increased, but has 

actually decreased. The vast majority of travellers still choose to go by car 

or plane.

Urgent need for a transition

Since the 2015 Paris Agreement (in which international agreements were 

made to curb global warming) and the 2019 European Green Deal (which 
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contains a roadmap towards a sustainable EU economy) there is an 

urgent need to revisit policy on international rail transport. A transition 

to sustainable transport is needed in order to achieve the stated goals. 

The European Commission argues that better connections within Europe, 

including a strategic transport network, also serves cohesion policy 

(European Commission, 2020a).

The Council for the Environment and Infrastructure (‘the Council’) is of the 

opinion that improved international rail access to and from the Netherlands 

is important not only for the national economy, but also for greening the 

transport sector. But the rail sector, and the international rail sector in 

particular, is exceptionally complex. Not only are there many countries 

involved, but within each country the operation of international rail services 

depends on close cooperation between public and private parties. What 

can the Netherlands do within this complex constellation of forces? That is 

what this advisory report is about. It discusses questions such as why rail 

still has such a limited share of the international travel market, where the 

bottlenecks are and what is needed to resolve them.

Consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic

At the time of publishing this advice it remains uncertain how far and 

in what way the international transport market will recover from the 

Covid-19 pandemic. Governments are currently pumping hundreds of 

billions into recovery funds and economic support packages to contain 

the consequences of the crisis. Some of this money will be used to green 

the transport sector. There are those who foresee a move from the plane 

to the train and talk of a ‘post-pandemic shift to rail’ (UBS Investment 

Bank, 2020) and ‘a renaissance of rail transport’ (Peeperkorn, 2020), but the 

Council is aware of the considerable uncertainty that shrouds the future of 

the international transport sector. In a letter to the European Commission 

the Council and advisory councils from several other European countries1 

argue for linking government support to companies in the transport sector 

with the objectives of the European Green Deal (see Appendix). Such a link 

is also desirable in the Netherlands. Climate policy must be as coherent as 

possible with other government policies. The Council hopes that this will 

involve changing tracks to better international rail access within Europe.

1.2	 Why we need better international rail access

Sustainability and safety

An argument that is frequently made for encouraging international 

travellers to choose the train is that taking the train is more sustainable 

and safer than travelling by car or flying. And it is true: compared with 

other transport modes, trains have relatively low emissions (Otten et al., 

2015; Savelberg & De Lange, 2018) and they are a relatively safe form of 

transport.

1	 The independent European advisory councils in the field of sustainability and the environment 
cooperate in the European Environment and Sustainable Development Advisory Councils network 
(EEAC). See section 3.1 for the main points in the EEAC letter to the European Commission.
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Accessibility, business climate and economic competitiveness

International rail passenger transport also makes a valuable contribution 

to the accessibility of urban agglomerations. Rail connections give access 

to dense public transport networks in almost all areas of Europe. And this 

is what makes rail as a mode of transport a key element in good spatial 

planning and for relieving pressure on the roads.

Expanding international passenger rail services will generate a new 

mobility demand. The Council sees this as a positive development because 

this additional mobility can enhance the quality of the business climate and 

the economic competitiveness of urban agglomerations, while at the same 

time boosting international tourism and European cohesion.2 European 

knowledge centres and research institutes will also benefit (see Part 2, 

Chapter 2 on the arguments for improving the international rail system).

European objectives

Creating a Europe-wide integrated railway network has long been an aim 

of the EU (European Commission, 2011; European Parliament, 2020). As 

mentioned above, the subject has become more urgent in recent years as 

a result of the Paris Agreement and the European Green Deal (2019).3 The 

agreed severe reduction in carbon emissions (a 90% reduction from 1990 

2	 In connection with this, European Commissioner for Transport Adina Vălean recently noted: ‘Railways 
[..] connect the EU together not only in physical terms. Setting up a coherent and functional network 
across all Europe is an exercise in political cohesion’ (European Commission press release 4 March 
2020).

3	 The importance of improving international rail passenger transport can be found in several sustainable 
development goals of the United Nations (2015): Goal 9 (Industry, Innovation and Infrastructure), 11 
(Sustainable Cities and Communities) and 13 (Climate Action).

levels by 2050) will largely have to be achieved through a transition to 

sustainable forms of transport. In view of this, the European Commission 

has announced that it proposes to make 2021 the European Year of Rail 

(European Commission, 2020a).

Objectives of the EU’s Fourth Railway Package

The EU’s railway policy is for a gradual opening of the rail transport 

market. Rail transport within the EU must not be obstructed by national 

borders and incompatible technical specifications or safety requirements 

and procedures. To this end a series of ‘packages’ have been introduced 

since 2001. The latest is the Fourth Railway Package of 2016, which 

consists of six legislative texts divided between a market pillar and a 

technical pillar.

The legislative proposals in the market pillar are designed to open the 

market for rail passenger services, both within and between the Member 

States, to new railway operators (open access). This is expected to 

deliver a growth in services and an improvement in the quality and 

efficiency of rail services. The direct award of public service contracts 

for passenger transport by rail remains permitted, but from 2023 will be 

subject to certain conditions.

The legislative proposals in the technical pillar concern interoperability, 

authorisations for placing on the market of railway vehicles within the 

EU, and safety certificates for railway undertakings active in more than 

one EU Member State.
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The Fourth Railway Package has been transposed into Dutch railway 

legislation by amending the Railways Act, the Passenger Transport Act 

2000, the Local Railways and Tramways Act and the regulations based on 

these Acts (Eerste Kamer, 2019).

Perspective of the rail passenger

In this advisory report the Council puts the international rail passenger 

first. After all, better international rail access is ultimately all about the 

passenger. In their efforts to upgrade the quality of the rail transport system 

and the services on offer the organisations involved sometimes seem to 

lose sight of the international passenger. In this advice the Council makes a 

point of identifying what is needed to resolve the bottlenecks experienced 

by international rail passengers.

1.3	 Research question
This advisory report investigates what is needed to upgrade international 

rail access to and from the Netherlands. What are the obstacles and what 

can be done to remove them? The central question the Council set out to 

answer is:

How can the factors that stand in the way of better rail access to (and from) 

the Netherlands be overcome?

To explore this properly, the Council imposed two limitations on the scope 

of the study:

1.	The advice focuses on accessibility by rail passenger transport. The 

Council considered that including freight transport would make the study 

too extensive and complex for it to be completed within a reasonable 

period. Nonetheless, freight transport is addressed to the extent that it 

has an influence on passenger transport.

2.	The advice primarily concerns the main connections linking the 

Netherlands into the international high-speed rail networks in Belgium, 

France and Germany, which are also important for access to more distant 

destinations in Europe. The international rail services that are largely of 

regional significance are not included in this advice.

Different sorts of transboundary rail links

The Netherlands has different types of transboundary rail links. The 

Council divides these into three types:

1.	Transboundary links of international importance:

		  a.  Amsterdam–Brussels and beyond (south);

		  b.  Amsterdam–Düsseldorf/Frankfurt and beyond (east).

2.	Transboundary links of subnational importance (inter-regional 

transboundary transport with connections to the high-speed network 

in neighbouring countries) on (potentially) intercity level, such as the 

Berlin line, Eindhoven–Düsseldorf, Heerlen–Aachen/Maastricht–Liège, 

Groningen–Bremen.

3.	Transboundary links of regional importance, such as Weert–Hamond, 

Enschede–Münster, Hengelo–Bielefeld.
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This advice focuses mainly on level 1 and takes in level 2 where these 

connections can serve as feeders and alternatives when services on level 

1 connections are disrupted. This certainly applies to the connections that 

give access to the international high-speed rail network just across the 

border (Aachen, Liège, Düsseldorf, Osnabrück, Bremen). Notwithstanding 

this, several important improvements to rail transport at levels 2 and 3 

remain firmly on the agenda.

1.4	 Structure of the report
The remainder of Part 1 of this report is structured as follows. In Chapter 2 

the Council discusses the organisational structure of the international rail 

transport system and the bottlenecks that continue to present a problem, 

and explains how these problems affect the international rail passenger. In 

Chapter 3 the Council argues that the European Commission should give a 

major boost to international rail passenger transport. Further, the Council 

makes a number of concrete recommendations to the Dutch Government 

and Parliament on improvements that need to be made in the various 

parts of the rail transport system. The appendices provide information on 

the investigative work underlying this report, such as the expert meetings 

organised by the Council. They also contain the letter by the Council and 

several sustainability councils from other EU Member States to the EU’s 

Transport Commissioner with recommendations for action that should be 

taken at the European scale. Additional background information can be 

found in Part 2.
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In this chapter the Council discusses the organisational structure of the 

international rail transport system (section 2.1). The Council considers 

it important to examine the bottlenecks that affect the international rail 

passenger (section 2.2). This information is then used to make a further 

analysis of the bottlenecks in the different ‘layers’ that can be distinguished 

within the system (section 2.3).

2.1	 The four layers of the rail transport system
As mentioned in the Introduction, the world of international rail travel is 

exceptionally complex. Not only are there many countries involved, but 

within each country the operation of international rail services depends 

on close cooperation between public and private parties. But what is the 

international rail transport system exactly? In a previous advisory report 

from 2018, the Council explained that the mobility system can be described 

as having four layers; for this advice the Council has identified what these 

four layers consist of specifically for the rail transport system (see Figure 1). 

Teasing these four layers apart gives insight into this complexity and a 

handle for working with it.

2	 BOTTLENECKS IN  
	 INTERNATIONAL PASSENGER  
	 TRANSPORT BY RAIL
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Figure 1: The four layers of the international rail transport system
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Each layer of the rail transport system has its own set of distinct physical 

forms and features. It also has its own specific set of players that are active 

within it.

1.	The mobility services are the first layer. These consist of a whole range 

of services to assist travellers with planning, purchasing and making 

their journey. They include the more or less traditional services, such 

as traffic information and route planners, as well as new, often digital 

services such as real-time route information and Mobility as a Service 

concepts (MaaS) that are built around the journey from A to B rather than 

a specific transport mode.

2.	The second layer of the rail transport system consists of the transport 

services. These concern the users of the rail transport system (such as 

railway companies) and the rolling stock and transport services they use 

to convey their passengers.

3.	The third layer consists of the traffic services. These are the sum of 

measures and instruments for making optimal and safe use of the 

capacity on the rail network. They include the allocation of train paths 

to the various operators and traffic management on the available 

infrastructure as well as the various systems to facilitate traffic flows and 

safety, such as the ERTMS.4

4.	The fourth layer is the physical and digital infrastructure. This is the basis 

of the rail transport system: the system of tracks, stations, rail yards and 

digital hardware on which and along which journeys are made.

4	 European Rail Traffic Management System.
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This layer model reveals the dependencies between the layers. The lower 

layers facilitate what happens in the layers above. In other words, the 

layer above makes demands on the provision of the specific functions 

and services in the layer below. Without any tracks there are no transport 

services; without any digital infrastructure there can be no train protection 

system.

Each of the four layers of the rail transport system (and its subsystems) 

is organised in its own way. Each layer has its own set of organisations 

and organisational structures. The roles and division of tasks and 

responsibilities differs between public authorities, implementing agencies, 

transport companies and other commercial partners. The financing, 

revenue and market models are also different in each of the layers (Rli, 

2018). Chapter 6 of Part 2 gives an overview of organisations involved in the 

rail transport system at the European level.

For this advisory report the Council analysed the rail transport system for 

international rail passenger transport, which revealed several bottlenecks 

within and between the layers of this system. In the first instance, the 

Council looked for the bottlenecks that would discourage international 

travellers from choosing the train. Then the Council analysed the 

bottlenecks in each layer to obtain insight into how this complex rail 

transport system can be made to function better.

2.2	 Bottlenecks from the passenger’s perspective
In this advice the Council puts the international rail passenger first. The 

Council notes that so far the main purpose of the policy for improving 

international rail services has been to optimise the rail transport system 

itself. This is expressed in the two pillars of European policy: open access 

and technical harmonisation. The purpose of the railway packages is to 

contribute to improving the quality, competitiveness and efficiency of 

the European railway sector (Europees Parlement, z.d.-a), the idea being 

that this will serve the interests of the international train passenger. 

However, the assumption that this policy would lead to a large increase in 

international rail passenger services has not materialised. In fact, in recent 

years the relative share of rail in the European transport market has even 

fallen.5 From the perspective of the international rail passenger this is 

understandable, as they still have to contend with numerous bottlenecks: 

poor travel information, complicated booking procedures, mediocre 

comfort levels, unreliable timetables, infrequent services and low speeds 

on many routes (see also Europese Rekenkamer, 2018). It is therefore only 

logical that travellers do not see the train as a realistic alternative to the car 

or plane at the moment. International travellers are independent and take 

their own decisions about how to travel; governments can influence that 

choice by meeting the needs of travellers – but have not yet done enough in 

that regard.

5	 Surprisingly, there is little data available on the development of transboundary rail services. Most 
sources contain aggregated data at national or European scales.
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Figure 2: Putting the passenger first The problem is clearly not limited to the infrastructure alone. International 

travellers have an extensive European railway network at their disposal. 

For example, from the Netherlands passengers have direct access to the 

railway networks in Belgium, France and the United Kingdom via the high-

speed HSL trains and to the German railway network via the high-speed ICE 

trains to Frankfurt and the Intercity to Berlin. These connections give the 

Dutch traveller access to the whole of Europe, although with one or more 

changes. Nevertheless, the potential of the train for travellers in Europe 

is not being fully utilised due to the bottlenecks and problems mentioned 

above. The main ones are discussed below.

Access to the system is problematic

The first barrier that travellers have to overcome when choosing to travel by 

train is poor access to the system compared with other modes of transport. 

The Council observes that booking an international train journey is a 

complicated business. For many international destinations it is hard to find 

and book tickets. And in many cases tickets are only available three months 

in advance of travel, whereas the recreational traveller often wants to plan 

and book their journey much further in advance. The process leading up to 

a booking has its faults, too. The service must be visible in the set of travel 

options to choose from and if travellers are not aware of the international 

train services that are available they will never choose the train to get to 

their foreign destination. Access to the system can be summarised by 

four keywords: knowledge, findability, bookability and assurance. These 

factors must be improved to get more people to choose the train for their 

international journeys.

ACCESS TO THE SYSTEM

APPRECIATION OF THE SYSTEM

Knowledge
• Unfamiliarity with 

international trains
• Poor travel

information

Findability
• International

train services are 
hard to find

Bookability
• Tickets can only be 

booked 3 months in 
advance

• Each operator has its 
own ticketing channel

• Complicated booking 
procedure

Assurance
• Limited passenger 

rights
• Too few direct

connections
• Unreliable timetables

• Journey time
• Comfort
• Frequency
• Prijs
•  Price
•  Punctuality
• Safety

Putting the passenger first

NO TRAIN

SERVICE TODAY

AND TOMORROW
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The train is considered to be expensive

The second barrier experienced by the traveller is the price of the train 

ticket. Many people consider ticket prices for train journeys to be high 

compared with the cost of flying. But it is by no means certain that this is 

the case. It is difficult to accurately compare the cost of train and air tickets 

because the prices of the tickets on offer vary so much, but a sample study 

of ticket prices by the Dutch Consumers’ Association (Consumentenbond) 

in 2019 showed that the train is often cheaper than flying (see Figure 3). 

Moreover, travellers often do not take the additional costs of travelling by 

plane into account, such as parking fees at the airport and the costs of travel 

to and from airports.

Changes: too few direct train services

Having to change trains during a journey is one of the biggest sources 

of stress for travellers (Van Hagen & De Bruyn, 2015). Changes make a 

journey more uncertain in all sorts of ways. Will I make the connection? 

What will happen if I miss my connection? How do I get from one train to 

the next? Will I be able to wait in comfort for my next train, or will I have 

to stand around on a cold platform? Will it be safe, or will I have to keep 

a close eye on my luggage? Moreover, a change almost always involves 

additional waiting time and therefore adds to the total door-to-door journey 

time compared with a direct service. For some travellers, these concerns 

weigh so heavily that they prefer a longer journey without any changes to a 

shorter one with a change (see box).

Figure 3: Sample ticket prices by rail and by air 

Source: Consumentenbond 2019, p.16

WAT & HOE  
PEILPERIODE: 25 september t/m 2 oktober.
REISPERIODE: dinsdag t/m vrijdag in de herfstvakantie 2018 (hoogseizoen) en vrijdag  
t/m maandag begin november 2018 (laagseizoen).
TRAJECT: treinstation in de woonplaats naar groot treinstation in de stad van bestemming.
TIJDEN: vertrek vanaf 8 uur, aankomst in de woonplaats uiterlijk rond 20 uur.
Bij vliegen 2 uur van tevoren aanwezig zijn. Bij de trein: Londen 1 uur van tevoren, Parijs  
20 minuten, Berlijn, Praag en Kopenhagen 15 minuten. Als er meerdere opties zijn, kozen 
we de beste gebaseerd op reisduur, prijs en aantal overstappen.
PRIJZEN: retourprijzen per persoon, gebaseerd op twee volwassenen (Berlijn, Londen,  
Parijs)/twee volwassenen en twee kinderen (Praag, Kopenhagen). Inclusief verplichte bij-
komende kosten, handbagage, tweede klas. Geen stoelreservering en kortingskaarten.
VAN-TOT: is afhankelijk van het vliegveld (geldt voor Berlijn en Londen).

TIJDEN EN BEDRAGEN ZIJN AFGEROND  •  GEGEVENS CO2-UITSTOOT: BRON MILIEU CENTRAAL.

700 70

450 50

450 50

1150 180

1450 160

Leiden - Berlijn Hauptbahnhof

Reistijd - enkele reis (uren:minuten)

Kosten per persoon - retour

CO2-uitstoot - retour (in kg)

hoogseizoen laagseizoen hoogseizoen laagseizoen

3:25 tot 3:50 3:25 tot 3:50

€165 tot 175 €120 tot 155

7:25 7:25

€160 €110

Hengelo - Londen St. Pancras International

Reistijd - enkele reis (uren:minuten)

Kosten per persoon - retour

CO2-uitstoot - retour (in kg)

hoogseizoen laagseizoen hoogseizoen laagseizoen

5:35 tot 6:15 5:35 tot 6:10

€215 tot 260 €130 tot 230

7:40 7:30

€345 €200

Assen - Parijs Gare du Nord

Reistijd - enkele reis (uren:minuten)

Kosten per persoon - retour

CO2-uitstoot - retour (in kg)

hoogseizoen laagseizoen hoogseizoen laagseizoen

5:25 5:30

€290 €190

5:50 5:50

€235 €130

Tilburg - Praag Centraal Station

Reistijd - enkele reis (uren:minuten)

Kosten per persoon - retour

CO2-uitstoot - retour (in kg)

hoogseizoen laagseizoen hoogseizoen laagseizoen

5:30 5:25

€265 €220

10:55 11:05

€120 €105

Amersfoort - Kopenhagen Centraal Station 

Reistijd - enkele reis (uren:minuten)

Kosten per persoon - retour

CO2-uitstoot - retour (in kg)

hoogseizoen laagseizoen hoogseizoen laagseizoen

4:30 4:30

€170 €155

10:45 10:45

€100 €90

5X VLIEGTUIG EN TREIN VERGELEKEN

©
 K

IC
K

S
A

U
S

.N
L



19PRINTCHANGING TRACKS | PART 1: ADVICE | CHAPTER 2

Importance of direct services

Although it has been possible to travel from the Netherlands to London 

by train since 1994, interest in the Channel Tunnel rail link has only 

recently increased with the introduction of a direct service between the 

Randstad and London. The total door-to-door journey time is about the 

same, but the big advantage of a direct service is that passengers do not 

have to change trains during the journey.

The train journey from Amsterdam to Berlin is another example that 

shows just how important a direct service is to people. With a cross-

platform and comfortable change to the ICE in Hannover, passengers can 

be in Berlin twenty minutes earlier than with the direct service to Berlin – 

but many people still prefer the direct service.

Another reason why international passengers are reluctant to choose train 

journeys involving one or more changes is that they consider passenger 

rights to be inadequate when changes are involved. For example, if 

your train is delayed and you miss a connection, can you take the next 

train without having reserved a seat? Also, if there has been a delay 

on one part of the journey, can you claim compensation for the whole 

journey? In addition, changing from one operator to another can be risky: 

unlike airlines, operators of international rail services have not made 

agreements on taking over each other’s passengers in the event of delays or 

cancellations (see more on this in Part 2, Chapter 5).

Journey time: too few fast connections by train

Besides price, journey time is a major factor when choosing how to 

travel. The train is more attractive if the journey time is competitive with 

alternative options. The biggest time savings are made where trains run 

on dedicated tracks and average speeds are very high. Many European 

countries already have such high-speed networks, but on large sections 

of these networks trains cannot yet run at the intended speeds. Moreover, 

the high-speed networks were planned and built with national interests in 

mind, involving choices that make a lot of sense from a national perspective 

(such as extra stops and permitting national services on the line) but which 

lead to delays for international travellers (see also the box in section 2.3 

about Eurostar). This means that the European high-speed network in which 

billions have been invested (including EU funds) cannot be used to its full 

potential (Europese Rekenkamer, 2018).

2.3	 Bottlenecks per layer
The Council’s analysis of the rail transport system has identified a number 

of significant bottlenecks in each layer:6

•	 Mobility services: lack of passenger friendly access to information and 

tickets.

•	 Transport services: domination by national operators which are largely 

geared to the domestic market.

6	 Chapter 4 of Part 2 gives a more detailed account of the inventory of the bottlenecks per layer made by 
the Council on the basis of a document analysis and several expert meetings.
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•	 Traffic services: capacity restrictions as a result of (a) disparate technical, 

train protection and control systems, and no common language, and (b) 

problematic allocation of capacity on certain sections of track between 

national and international services and between passenger and freight 

transport.

•	 Infrastructure: speed restrictions as a result of the limited capacity and 

quality of existing infrastructure and stations.

The Council investigated why these bottlenecks within and between the 

layers of the rail transport system are so persistent and has identified three 

explanatory factors:

1.	The main players in the rail transport system have a predominantly 

national orientation, which means that the interests of international 

passengers are underrepresented in decision-making.

2.	Efforts to improve rail accessibility focus primarily on infrastructure and 

infrastructural and technical bottlenecks, which diverts attention from 

improvements for international passengers in the areas of passenger 

rights, travel information and ticketing which are easier to make.

3.	The technical harmonisation of the European rail transport system 

pays insufficient attention to improving the main links in the network 

(corridors), which are important for international passengers.

These three observations are explained below.

Re 1. Little attention to the international level

Most players with influence in the rail transport system are national 

in scope. In the execution of their responsibilities they have a national 

orientation: they look to optimise the national rail transport system without 

paying much attention to the effects at the international level. They 

disregard the international dimension of the rail transport system largely 

because they are ‘rewarded’ primarily for their domestic performance. To 

these players the benefits of international transport performance are mostly 

intangible and largely irrelevant for performance reviews.

For example, the NS concession for the designated core network contains 

few firm requirements for international connections, just a best effort 

commitment for a number of routes. And the few concrete agreements 

that are included in the public service contract tend to be pushed into the 

background. An example is the agreement to improve the connection to 

Aachen by introducing an intercity service (Eurekarail, 2020).

The Council feels that the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management 

gives insufficient weight to the interests of international passengers. 

The Council also feels that the national governments of Member 

States underplay the economic and other interests of the metropolitan 

agglomerations in their decision-making on international transport services. 

In addition, the Council points to a worrying lack of decisive international 

coordination in balancing the needs of national and international rail  

transport. This has consequences for the quality and thus the 

competitiveness of international rail passenger transport (see box).
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National interests thwart time savings on Amsterdam–London service

During an expert meeting held by the Council in January 2020, Eurostar 

railway company said that in the short term it should be possible to cut 

at least 16 minutes off the journey from Amsterdam to London, and 

that the five infrastructure managers on the Amsterdam–London route 

are all attempting to optimise the use of capacity within their own area. 

This time saving can be achieved if there is better coordination between 

the available international time paths. The journey time would then be 

reduced from 3 hours and 58 minutes to 3 hours and 42 minutes, which 

would make the train much more competitive with flying. Calculations 

by the European Court of Auditors (Europese Rekenkamer, 2018) indicate 

that this amounts to a theoretical economic value of almost €6 billion. 

There are many examples in the Netherlands and Europe where similar 

time savings can be achieved, because international services are still 

mainly an offshoot of national choices.

According to the Council, better and more frequent scheduling of 

international services does not have to be at the cost of national services, 

as is often assumed.

Re 2. Overemphasis on new infrastructure

Building new rail infrastructure is widely thought to be the best way to 

improve accessibility by train within Europe. However, the EU has about 

200,000 kilometres of railway lines (of which 11,000 kilometres are high-

speed lines) to which the Netherlands is connected, either directly or 

indirectly (Europese Commissie, 2020b). What is most lacking are direct 

services via international corridors (see point 3 below).

Although the construction of new rail infrastructure is by no means always 

the best way to improve accessibility by train, physical bottlenecks do exist 

and investment in the physical infrastructure is needed on some lines, 

such as the Amsterdam–Düsseldorf route (see section 3.5). But the Council 

believes that building new infrastructure should be restricted to where 

capacity is inadequate or speeds insufficient to meet the required quality 

standards. Upgrading infrastructure is costly and time-consuming. The 

Council notes that various alternative options for improving accessibility by 

train are currently available. For one thing, the capacity of the existing rail 

network can be better utilised (see box).

Capacity of the rail infrastructure

The capacity of the rail infrastructure is the combined outcome of the 

amount of available track (physical infrastructure), the safety systems 

(technology) and how the infrastructure is used. The utilisation of 

capacity is influenced by the priority given to the various rail services in 

the allocation of capacity. Changes to any of these will lead to a better or 

different utilisation of the available capacity.

1.	 The safety of the infrastructure is determined to a large degree by 

the technology. Other than on the roads, the rail safety infrastructure 

ensures safe distances between trains. The technology used 

determines the minimum distance and the degree of permitted 
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flexibility and so improvements in the safety infrastructure can lead to 

substantial increases in capacity. An example of this is the introduction 

of information technology (such as ERTMS) that makes it possible to 

make much more intensive use of the existing rail infrastructure.

2.	 The way the rail infrastructure is used is based on many years’ 

experience and incremental adjustments and improvements to 

starting acceleration, braking curves, stopping pattern, stopping 

times and other operational aspects of the running of trains. A major 

reappraisal of how the rail infrastructure is utilised would have an 

impact on capacity. Capacity can be increased through a creative and 

critical examination of how the system is used, an example being 

shorter stops at stations. Doubling voltage to 3 kV can also help.

3.	 The ‘basic hour pattern’ scheduling is the basis for the timetabling 

of services on the Dutch railway network: in principle, the timetable 

is repeated every hour. However, on many corridors the timetable 

is based on repeating a ‘basic half hour’ or even a ‘basic quarter 

hour’. These same corridors also have to accommodate international 

trains, which generally run just once every hour in an allocated path. 

This means that in every hour there is a ‘surplus’ half-hour period 

(or sometimes three quarter-hour periods) within which room can 

be found for additional international trains without making any 

alterations to the infrastructure. These could be used, for example, to 

double the frequency of services between Amsterdam and Brussels. 

Services to Germany could be increased from 7 per day to Berlin and 

7 per day to Frankfurt to as many as 64 each day.7 This would require 

giving higher priority to international passenger transport. 

Another option is to give international trains a prominent role in the 

national passenger timetable, where they could take on the function 

of domestic long-distance services. There are few such services in 

the Netherlands due to the relative short distances involved, but in 

Germany and France some international trains are integrated into the 

national timetable. It is important, though, to consider the availability 

of seating capacity in these trains for both international and domestic 

passengers and the journey time. Also, increasing the speed of 

services on the existing infrastructure would require rescheduling 

these services in the timetable and reviewing the principle of the ‘basic 

hour pattern’ scheduling.

Other, non-physical measures can also be taken to resolve bottlenecks 

affecting international passengers. Examples include:

•	 improving coordination between countries on ‘train paths’ (time slots 

allocated to operators to run services on specific sections of track);

•	 making it easier to find and book international train journeys;

•	 encouraging the expansion of international transport services.

These types of ‘soft’ measures can deliver substantial benefits for 

international passengers, even in the short term. Moreover, without these 

7	 Part of this room on the network is already used by freight traffic. Belgium and Germany would also 
have to be prepared to release the necessary connecting capacity.
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measures the significant investments in new infrastructure will have 

considerably less effect.

Re 3. Insufficient attention to international corridors

Over the past twenty years the European Commission has produced four 

‘railway packages’ of legislation (see section 1.2) for more competition 

and uniform technical solutions to promote the harmonisation of the rail 

transport system. However, this European policy has not always led to the 

desired improvements, both in the market pillar (aimed at open access 

entry to rail corridors) and in the technical pillar (aimed at interoperability 

across the European railway network). Solutions that work well for services 

to Germany have been found not to work or to work differently on services 

to Belgium and France. This can be explained largely by the differences 

in technical and other systems between countries, but the significant 

differences in culture and procedures also play a role. Railways have a long 

history, infrastructure managers are perceived to be fairly inflexible and 

operators are not particularly willing to work with each other. This is also 

an important conclusion from the expert meetings held by the Council (see 

Part 2, Chapter 4).

The prime concern for international rail passengers is that better services 

are introduced on the main links – the corridors – between Europe’s major 

urban agglomerations. Travellers will therefore benefit if policy is focused 

on making improvements in the core network (which in principle can be 

made quickly). However, at the moment policy attention is not focused 

on these corridors but is spread across the whole network. This situation 

is at odds with the priorities of the European Commission, which has 

recently set a target of completing the core network (of the Trans-European 

Transport Network) by 2030 and subsequently the comprehensive network 

by 2050 (Europese Commissie, z.d.-b). The relevant EU legislation will be 

evaluated in 2020/2021.
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3	 RECOMMENDATIONS

The Council feels that there is now an excellent opportunity to adopt a 

fundamentally different approach to the whole subject of international 

train travel. The bottlenecks within and between the layers of the rail 

transport system are still approached too narrowly from the perspective of 

the internal logic of the system itself and not enough from the perspective 

of the international (and domestic) rail passenger. The Council supports 

the Dutch government’s initiative of making the case in Europe for giving 

a major boost to international rail passenger transport. To bring the four 

layers of the rail transport system into closer cooperation a first step will 

be to improve the functioning of international corridors (section 3.1). The 

Council envisages improvements that can already take effect in the short 

term. The recommendations made by the Council in this chapter concern 

the improvements that are needed in the four layers of the rail transport 

system: the mobility services (section 3.2), the transport services (section 

3.3), the traffic services (section 3.4) and the infrastructure (section 3.5).
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Figure 4: Overview of recommendations
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3.1	 The case for a European corridor approach

Recommendation 1: Work towards corridor coordination

The Council has analysed the existing rail transport system and identified 

bottlenecks in each of the layers of the system. These bottlenecks are still 

approached too narrowly from the perspective of the internal logic of the 

system itself and not enough from the perspective of the international (and 

domestic) rail passenger. The Council is of the opinion that an approach 

geared to improving the functioning of international corridors would help 

to bring about a more integrated resolution of the bottlenecks. A corridor 

approach would challenge the players in the four layers of the rail transport 

system to work together more effectively.

Coordination on the international rail network

The Council sees the need for good international coordination on the main 

rail links between the major urban agglomerations in Europe. Together 

with the other advisory councils, the Council has already advised on this 

aspect in a letter to the European Commission (see box and Appendix). 

First, on the main European corridors there is a need for better coordination 

comparable with the current approach for freight traffic in the Rail Freight 

Corridors.8 The Council feels that in the long term there will have to be 

more European control over the rail network in order to improve rail 

services between the European metropolitan agglomerations.

8	 The Rail Freight Corridors already provide a form of corridor coordination, see Part 2, section 2.1.2.
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Recommendations by European advisory councils to the European 

Commission

1.	Give a major boost to train travel through Europe. The European 

Commission should give a major boost to stimulate the development 

of European rail passenger transport. More political attention should 

be given to initiatives to improve international rail transport.

2.	Establish a European rail authority. The European Commission should 

work towards a European system of rail traffic control and a European 

capacity manager for international rail transport. As the potential of 

rail travel between metropolitan agglomerations is so great, corridor 

authorities could first be established for these lines and then later 

merged to form a single pan-European authority.

3.	Regulations are needed on travel information, ticketing and passenger 

rights. European legislation on travel information, ticketing and 

passenger rights must be considerably improved to make the train 

a more attractive travel option for passengers. Findability and 

bookability must be improved by making data public. Tickets must be 

made available for longer in advance, reservation systems must be 

interoperable and passenger rights must be improved.

A corridor coordinator is responsible for ensuring that all parties work 

together to ensure better connections between international transport links 

and train paths (time slots allocated to operators to run services on specific 

sections of track). The Council expects that in time the need will arise for 

political stamina and authority to break the deadlock.

Figure 5: Main international rail transport corridors from and to 

the Netherlands
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Figure 6: Comparison of journey times by rail and air, assuming operational 

barriers are eliminated and timetables are optimised 

Source: Donners et al., 2018
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Coordination on important corridors

As a first step, a start can be made with coordination on the most important 

passenger corridors within Europe (see Figure 5, which shows the main 

corridors from the perspective of the Netherlands). Where the railway is 

also used for freight transport, this coordination should include the Rail 

Freight Corridors. Figure 6 illustrates the journey time savings that can be 

made by adopting a corridor approach that eliminates operational barriers 

and optimises timetables for a number of main destinations from the 

Netherlands (adapted from Donners et al., 2018). These time savings will 

improve the competitiveness of international train services compared with 

flying.

The Council expects that experiences with corridor coordination will 

eventually lead to demand for a corridor authority. As the transport 

authority within a corridor, it could ensure that all stakeholders know what 

service level is required on each specific section of the corridor (quality 

of rolling stock, frequency of services and desired speeds). The Council 

expects that in time a need will arise to amalgamate the corridor authorities 

into a single European rail traffic control and a European capacity 

management system for transboundary services.

Encourage international train connections

The market for international trains has proved to be a difficult market to 

develop. If the open access policy does not lead to the introduction of the 

desired international transport services, the corridor coordinator should 

be able to put new supranational public service obligations (see box) for 
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major routes out to tender. Eventually this could be performed by the 

new corridor authority. Even better services will be possible if the corridor 

coordinator is later given the task of increasing the operating speed of the 

services by resolving technical problems and removing bottlenecks in the 

infrastructure. European funds can be called upon to provide all or some 

of the necessary financing. The experiences of the Rhine Commission (see 

box) can be of benefit when deciding on the exact tasks and powers of the 

corridor authority.

What is a public service obligation?

A public service obligation (PSO) ensures that a public service, in this 

case a train service of a certain quality (speed, frequency and comfort) is 

provided where the service cannot be run commercially by the market. A 

PSO therefore removes the barriers to the operation of a train service. In 

most cases a concession is granted to an operator, which therefore has a 

monopoly, but only under certain conditions.

The Rhine Commission as inspiration for the coordination of 

international rail transport

The International Commission for the Protection of the Rhine against 

Pollution (ICPR, z.d.) was founded in 1950. The Commission was 

set up to serve as a platform to resolve issues of pollution and 

coordinate and harmonise monitoring of the Rhine. The agreements 

on the administrative responsibilities and supervisory tasks of the 

Rhine Commission can be an inspiration for the form of international 

cooperation on rail transport. 

International cooperation on the Rhine is currently based on the 

Convention on the Protection of the Rhine (Bondsrepubliek Duitsland 

et al., 1999). Bringing the European Community (later the EU) into 

the Commission proved to be a useful step towards embedding the 

agreements in Europe-wide rules. Provisions for the settlement of 

disputes are included in the Convention. If a dispute cannot be resolved 

through negotiation, the Convention providers for an arbitration 

procedure. The claimant and the defendant appoint one arbitrator 

each and these two arbitrators designate by common consent a third 

arbitrator, who chairs the tribunal. If the three cannot come to a decision, 

the matter is handed over to the International Court of Justice. Decisions 

are made on the basis of the rules of international law and in particular 

on the basis of the provisions of the Convention. Further, arbitral 

decisions are made by majority vote.

International consultation for a major boost to passenger transport

On 2 June 2020, at the initiative of the Netherlands, 25 European countries 

signed a political statement (Nederland et al., 2020). This statement is in 

part a follow-up to the Dutch position paper on international rail passenger 

transport of 30 January 2020 (see Part 2, Chapter 2) in which the Minister of 

Infrastructure and Water Management drew attention to idea of international 

corridor coordination for passenger transport by rail. The statement calls 
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for a European agenda for international rail passenger transport as part of 

the European Green Deal and announces the establishment of a platform of 

Member States for cooperation on improving international rail passenger 

services. The Council supports this statement and in the letter to the 

European Commission mentioned above indicates how this idea can be put 

into practice (see Appendix). There is a need for a major boost from Europe 

for improving international rail passenger transport.

3.2	 Mobility services: Improve information provision,  
		  ticketing and passenger rights

Recommendation 2: Make it easier to find and book international train 

journeys

European policy for rail transport must ensure that the rail market is 

opened up for various transport services and that trains run faster. The train 

passenger should benefit from this. However, if the desired train connection 

cannot be found or booked, much of the benefit is lost. Much remains to 

be done on this score. In concrete terms, travel and passenger information 

must be more accessible and international journeys must be much easier to 

book. International rail passengers want an easy-to-use booking procedure 

in which the services and prices of all the train operators on a route (former 

public operators and new entrants to the market)9 are combined in a single, 

9	 Former public operators that offer train services are also called incumbents. Non-incumbents is the 
name for new, independent entrants to the market and the new regional concession holders. Most of 
these latter companies are owned by the incumbents. Incumbents often have a monopoly on travel 
information and ticketing.

clear and comprehensive format. Because passengers do not travel from 

station to station, but from door to door, they want integrated travel advice 

and ticketing.10 An option that should also be considered is AirRail tickets (a 

combination of air and rail tickets).

A number of apps are already under development that will provide 

integrated travel information and ticketing services. However, app builders 

face the problem of inadequate access to travel information, passenger data 

and ticketing because operators do not make these available. Operators 

must make these data publicly available as soon as possible, the Council 

feels. In its advice to the European Commission, the Council therefore 

indicated that a new EU regulation should be prepared that makes the 

provision of travel and passenger information a requirement and a 

standard condition for operators to gain access to the rail infrastructure. 

In anticipation of this, the Netherlands can lead the way and include 

this condition in public transport contracts and when granting railway 

undertakings access to the Dutch rail network. Making this information 

available should be a firm condition in all new public service obligations.

In the Council’s view, all operators should permit third parties (not just 

former public operators) to sell tickets. This also applies to the NS Travel 

Planner and NS International, which should include the services provided 

by all operators. The aim should be to standardise the format of ticket 

information and conditions, similar to the situation for the airlines. This 

10	 The development of Mobility as a Service (MaaS), a project currently being developed by the Ministry 
of Infrastructure and Water Management, will help to fill this gap in future.
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will make it easier, more attractive and economically feasible for all train 

companies, online ticket platforms and travel agencies to sell third party 

tickets. None of the individual national undertakings has sufficient financial 

or other interest in dismantling the status quo and so a cooperative 

approach is need. The Netherlands should therefore argue for European 

standardisation of ticket information (APIs11) similar to the way this has 

been done for air travel.

Recommendation 3: Ensure that train tickets are available to buy at least 

nine months in advance

International train tickets are usually only available from three months 

before the date of travel. This rules out the train for travellers who want to 

book their journey much further in advance. The Council considers that the 

new EU regulation argued for in section 3.2 should also require operators 

to make international train tickets available for purchase earlier than the 

current three months before the date of travel. The Council feels that a 

period of a least nine months should be feasible (see Part 2, Chapter 5). 

When tendering and granting concessions and PSOs, the Dutch transport 

authorities should raise this with operators and hold them responsible as 

far as possible.

The Council sees no reason why the Netherlands cannot already work 

towards introducing a simplified ticketing system for rail travel without 

waiting for European legislation.

11	 API stands for Application Programming Interface, which makes it possible to exchange information 
between different programs.

Recommendation 4: Improve passenger rights

In the letter to the European Commission mentioned above the Council 

and other advisory councils have drawn attention to the ongoing recast 

of the Rail Passenger Rights Regulation, which presents an opportunity 

to improve the rights of international rail passengers. The Council would 

stress that this regulation should put the passenger first, not the rail 

transport system.

Like airlines, rail operators should make mutual agreements on taking 

over each other’s passengers in the event of delays or flight cancellations 

(through ticketing). The European Commission can make binding 

agreements on this in the Rail Passenger Rights Regulation, which is 

currently being recast. Unfortunately, various Member States (under the 

influence of their railway companies) are watering down the agreements 

to the point where the interests of the railway sector threaten to dominate 

yet again (see Part 2, Chapter 5). The Council feels the Netherlands 

should continue to press for better passenger rights for international train 

passengers and push for rights that are at least comparable with those 

enjoyed by air passengers. The Dutch transport authorities can require 

operators to make mutual agreements on through ticketing when granting 

concessions and PSOs. It is not up to the passengers, but the operators to 

work out how to resolve the issue of costs incurred as a result of missed 

connections. For the short term an option could be to institute a guarantee 

fund for costs incurred by passengers due to missed connections (see Part 

2, section 5.4).
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Here too, the Netherlands could take appropriate steps in anticipation of 

European legislation. After all, many of the international European rights 

advocated by the Council are at the moment insufficiently safeguarded 

in the Dutch system. The Netherlands could therefore take steps now to 

guarantee better passenger rights for domestic rail travel. A simplified 

Dutch system is also preferable with a view to the European coordination 

proposed by the Council.

3.3	 Transport services: New international services and the  
		  train as an attractive option

Recommendation 5: Encourage the introduction of new international 

transport services

In the expert meetings held by the Council it emerged that some rail 

capacity for international services is not being filled at the moment. The 

EU’s open access policy is intended to stimulate this market, but it has only 

led to the entry of a few new operators, most of which operate in regional 

markets and are in fact subsidiaries of the national operators (Abellio is a 

subsidiary of NS, Arriva is a subsidiary of Deutsche Bahn, etc.). The reasons 

are that launching a new transport company requires a considerable 

investment and that there is little rolling stock available for new operators. 

The European Commission is currently investigating how to make more 

rolling stock available for new companies. The Council supports this.

 

Successful new entrants to the rail market are active in Italy, Austria 

and Czechia: NTV/Italo, Westbahn and Regiojet. These and other new 

operators united in ALLRAIL (Alliance of Rail New Entrants) point out 

that the national operators, as former state-owned enterprises, enjoy 

much more market protection. National governments – in defiance of EU 

policy – do tend to protect their national operators from competition. In 

the Netherlands, existing international connections are included as an 

integral part of the current concession. New international connections are 

often added to current concessions held by the national operators and the 

Netherlands intends to do this for the planned reintroduction of the night 

train between Amsterdam and Vienna. The Ministry of Infrastructure and 

Water Management has already promised to award a subsidy to the NS/

ÖBB consortium to operate this night train.12 This strategy leaves little free 

market left for new entrants. Moreover, entrants have insufficient long-

term perspective on the availability of national and international train paths 

(Berenschot, 2020). The proposed market organisation after 2024 may 

improve this situation.

The parliamentary inquiry into the Fyra case (2013–2016) revealed how 

complex it is for the Netherlands to launch an international transport service 

onto the market. The Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management is 

highly dependent on the cooperation of the train operators, such as NS, 

and of international partners, including public authorities, operators and 

infrastructure managers. This made it impossible for Dutch stakeholders 

12	 ALLRAIL has filed an objection to this, arguing that the service should have been put out to public 
tender and that if that had been the case there may have been no need for a subsidy.



32PRINTCHANGING TRACKS | PART 1: ADVICE | CHAPTER 3

to introduce the desired high-speed services or have Dutch intercity trains 

continue to the first major station over the border. The reasons for this were 

that providing transboundary services like these would have too much of a 

negative effect on the smooth operation of domestic services. The cost and 

complexity of interoperable rolling stock was a further argument. This is 

the case, for example, for the Eindhoven–Venlo–Düsseldorf and Eindhoven–

Heerlen–Aachen connections and the introduction dates for these services 

are being pushed further into the future. In the opinion of the Council the 

ministry should be pressing harder to resolve these issues.

 

Given the lack of international services under the current concession, the 

Council supports the ministry’s decision to focus more on international 

connections after 2024. Furthermore, the Council recommends that even 

before that date the ministry should actively seek out operators who are 

willing to run transboundary services and establish the conditions under 

which they would do so. The entry of new international operators should be 

actively encouraged. In extreme cases, the ministry could take a complete 

corridor out of the main network concession and put it out to tender with 

the aim of generating added value to society by providing an international 

connection. This would require more leadership and insight into the rail 

sector from the ministry, in line with the no-regret recommendation in the 

report ‘Kiezen voor een goed spoor’ (ABDTOPConsult, 2017).

Recommendation 6: Make international trains an attractive option

Many international travellers still do not see the train as an attractive form 

of transport. Opening up the market has apparently not provided enough 

incentive for train operators to meet the needs of international travellers. 

A question that arises is what can be done to make train journeys more 

attractive to travellers. Of course, the operators have a major part to play in 

marketing their products.

Because greening transport is an important government objective, it is 

conceivable that the national government could provide (partial) funding 

for a public information campaign to promote international rail travel to the 

public. Moreover, the government could use a flanking policy to bring about 

a shift in passenger numbers towards more sustainable modes of transport. 

An example is the French government making their support for Air France 

conditional on a ban on short-haul domestic flights. Businesses and 

government can give a boost to the rail market by banning such short-haul 

flights within Europe for their staff (such as the ‘Anders Reizen’ coalition 

argues for and has put into practice). Consideration can also be given to 

end tax relief for business travel by short-haul flights.

Pricing

Travellers base their choice of transport mode partly on the perceived 

price. As discussed above, train journeys are by no means always more 

expensive than flying. Nevertheless, attractive pricing would help to tempt 

travellers to take the train. The Council argues that the Netherlands should 

examine the possibility of reducing the VAT rate on train tickets at the 
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European level, which would also contribute towards the objectives of the 

European Green Deal. This also applies to the frequently heard suggestion 

of lowering the track access charges for long-distance international trains. 

Long-distance connections in Europe could be charged a degressive tariff: 

the longer the distance the lower the charge per unit distance.

3.4	 Traffic services: More efficient capacity allocation and  
		  more use of information technology

Recommendation 7: Improve coordination of train paths for international 

passengers

Rail capacity management is based on a decades old system that has 

continually been adapted and expanded in a series of incremental 

improvements. This system does not make it easy to make more space 

available for international trains. The Council is of the opinion that more 

intelligent use can be made of the existing capacity. An example is the 

‘basic hour pattern’ scheduling system in which a fixed train schedule is 

repeated every hour. Within this timetable there is room to increase the 

frequency of international services on all international routes to once an 

hour or once every half hour.

If there are questions about the division of capacity between freight and 

passenger transport and/or between national and international connections, 

the Council believes these are not operational but political considerations. 

If there is a scarcity of capacity, the decision on the allocation of priorities is 

a political one.

Time savings can be made on many international services if the time paths 

allocated by the various infrastructure managers were better coordinated. 

According to Eurostar, just a small variation in the hourly planning could 

cut 16 minutes off the journey time (see section 2.3). This is important for 

the Netherlands, because shorter journey times make all the difference 

for travellers when choosing between flying or taking the train. In such 

cases, the coordination authority proposed by the Council would be in a 

better position to weigh up the national and international interests when 

allocating capacity.

Recommendation 8: Encourage use of information technology applications 

to optimise use of rail capacity

Capacity on the rail network can be increased considerably if better use 

were made of information technology, which can make rail transport safer 

and more reliable. Speeds can also be increased, which would facilitate 

transboundary rail traffic. Introducing 3 kV can also help to make more 

intensive use of the rail network.

The EU has chosen to introduce the ERTMS train control and safety 

management system across Europe. But the issues involved are complex 

and hard to fathom, and many stakeholders are concerned about the 

slow progress being made with its introduction and about the rising 

costs. Here the Council wishes merely to observe that the application and 
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harmonisation of information technology as a priority on the main rail links 

will provide a major stimulus to international rail transport.

3.5	 Infrastructure: Invest in connections to the east

Recommendation 9: Invest in transboundary rail infrastructure

As stated in section 3.4, the Council advises that wherever possible rail 

capacity should be increased through the use of smart safety systems 

such as ERTMS (capacity utilisation). On some stretches of track, 

though, physical expansion may be needed. For example, investments 

in infrastructure are needed to improve several transboundary rail links, 

particularly the Eindhoven– Düsseldorf, Heerlen–Aachen/Maastricht–Liège 

and Groningen–Bremen routes, which link the Netherlands into the high-

speed networks in Germany and Belgium. A decision will soon be taken 

(summer 2020) on a Covid-19 recovery fund and it is crucial that these 

investments are included in the mix. This obviously also applies to the 

decision-making on MIRT (the multi-year programme for infrastructure, 

spatial planning and transport).

Recommendation 10: Invest in an eastern corridor

The construction of the HSL-Zuid high-speed line (Amsterdam to the 

Belgian border) has given the Netherlands a good infrastructure link to 

Belgium, France and the United Kingdom. However, there is no such high-

speed link to Germany, because in 2001 there was too little political support 

for the construction of the proposed HSL-Oost line. Against the background 

of problems encountered with the construction of the HSL-Zuid and local 

protests by environmental organisations, it was concluded that the journey 

time savings between Amsterdam and the German border would not be 

sufficient to justify the required investment.

Nonetheless, this does not alter the fact that creating a single eastern 

corridor to Germany would make substantial time savings, for example by 

increasing speeds in the corridor to 160–200 km/hr for services to Berlin 

and to the Ruhr region and Frankfurt. Moreover, time savings should not be 

viewed just from a national perspective, but from an international point of 

view. In Germany a third line between Emmerich and Oberhausen is under 

construction to improve the speed (200 km/hr) and capacity to Duisburg/

Düsseldorf. The Council recommends linking the Dutch network into this 

line. The Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management also recognises 

the need for a better link to the east, as expressed in the policy document 

‘Public Transport in 2040: Outlines of a vision for the future’ which argues 

for one high-speed transboundary link for each national border (Ministerie 

van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2019). The Council urges the ministry to 

make haste with the selection of a route.

Recommendation 11: Unbundle regional, national and international rail 

transport

Unbundling regional, national and international rail transport on some 

routes will ease traffic flows and permit faster operating speeds. An 

example is the situation in the Amsterdam region (see box).
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Unbundling in the Amsterdam region

The resolution of several problematic rail transport issues in the 

Amsterdam region will have significant implications for improving 

international access to the Netherlands. Several station and routes to 

the western and southern flanks of Amsterdam have capacity problems. 

These are being addressed in rail-related development proposals in and 

around Amsterdam.
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1	 CONNECTIONS LINKING  
	 THE NETHERLANDS  
	 INTO THE EUROPEAN RAIL  
	 NETWORK

In this chapter the Council gives a brief description of the main international 

rail links between the Netherlands and the rest of Europe, including plans 

for the future expansion of the network.

1.1	 International rail access to and from the Netherlands
The Netherlands is linked into both the conventional and the high-speed 

European rail networks. Figure 7 shows the main existing, planned and 

possible future international rail passenger links.
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Figure 7: Map of international rail passenger links 

Source: Tweede Kamer, 2019a 
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High-speed network (transboundary links of international importance)

The Netherlands has one single high-speed line that links into the European 

high-speed network: the HSL-Zuid, which runs from Amsterdam to 

Brussels. The line carries a high frequency of services amounting to no 

fewer than 269 trains per day (NS.nl, 2020). Both Eurostar and Thalys run 

on the line at a maximum speed of 300 km/hr. The IC Brussels, domestic 

InterCity direct and The Hague–Eindhoven Intercity services run on this line 

at a maximum speed of 160 km/hr.

Thalys now carries more than 7.5 million passenger per year (see Thalys, 

2019). Around two million passengers a year use the Thalys network to 

travel from the Netherlands to Belgium and France. To accommodate the 

growing number of passengers, plans were made (before the outbreak of 

the Covid-19 pandemic) to increase the number of seats in summer 2020 by 

adding an extra trainset to several of the trains. This would at times double 

the capacity in the weekend. In addition, Thalys intended to increase the 

frequency of their services on Saturdays and Sundays from the reduced 

weekend service timetable, which still applies, by adding one extra train to 

Amsterdam. Eight to nine trains would then run on Saturdays and eleven to 

twelve on Sundays.

In the past there have been major problems with the tendering for the 

construction of the HSL high-speed line and the granting of concessions, 

which have prevented the realisation of the original ambitions. In 2001 

agreements were made to run 32 high-speed trains per day, but in the 

period to November 2013 this number was adjusted downwards several 

times (Algemene Rekenkamer, 2014). These new political agreements on an 

alternative growth model for the HSL high-speed service were implemented 

and the objectives met. Use of the line is now gradually increasing.

Amsterdam-London through service

Since 2018 the Netherlands has also been connected to the high-speed 

line from London to Brussels and Paris with services provided by Eurostar. 

There were plans to introduce through services to and from Rotterdam/

Amsterdam in spring 2020, which would obviate the need to change at 

Brussels. The frequency of services would be increased from three to four 

per day in autumn 2020. In the current Covid-19 pandemic it will have to be 

seen how much of this can be realised.
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Figure 8: European high-speed network, including planned lines 

Source: International Union of Railways UIC, as reproduced by the European Court of Auditors in 
Europese Rekenkamer, 2018

Conventional rail network (transboundary links of subnational importance)

The main conventional connections that link the Netherlands to the 

international rail network are Liège–Maastricht–Heerlen–Aachen (the 

planned ‘three country train’), Eindhoven–Düsseldorf (2025), Arnhem–

Frankfurt, Amsterdam–Berlin and Groningen–Bremen (Wunderlinien). In 

addition, there are regional transboundary connections, both existing and 

under development, such as Ghent–Terneuzen, Roosendaal–Antwerp, 

Weert–Hamont, Enschede–Münster/Dortmund, Hengelo–Bielefeld and 

Emmen–Coevorden–Rheine.

In the policy document ‘Public Transport in 2040: Outlines of a vision for 

the future’ (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2019), the Dutch 

government, the regions, the transport operators and ProRail (the Dutch rail 

infrastructure authority) set out a vision for international rail links. (See also 

§ 2.2.1.)

1.2	 Technical differences between rails systems in Europe
A problem that is often raised in connection with international rail links 

are the technical differences between railway systems in Europe in terms 

of track gauge, platform heights, electrical power supply and train control 

and protection systems. These differences do indeed exist, but there are 

many technical solutions for getting around them, such as multi-voltage 

trains which can run on different systems. This section describes the main 

technical differences between railway systems in Europe.

European high-speed network, 
including planned lines 

High-speed lines above 250 km/h
High-speed lines 220–249 km/h
High-speed lines below 220 km/h
Lines under construction
Planned lines
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Track gauge

Track gauges are the same throughout most of Europe. Almost all countries 

have the normal gauge (1435 mm). In the former Soviet Union almost 

all lines are Russian gauge (1520 mm). In Finland the lines are built to 

Old Russian gauge or Finnish gauge (1524 mm). Exceptions in Western 

Europe are the island of Ireland, where the gauge is 5 foot 3 inches (Irish 

gauge, 1600 mm) and the Iberian peninsula where the lines are 5 foot 6 

inches apart (Iberian gauge, 1688 mm). This means that France and Spain 

have different track gauges, but all high-speed lines in Spain are built to 

normal gauge to allow direct services between France and Spain. There are 

services each day between Madrid and Marseilles and between Barcelona 

and Paris.

Figure 9: Map of track gauges in Europe

■  Normal gauge

■  Russian gauge

■  Finnish gauge

■  Irish gauge

■  Iberian gauge
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Platform heights

EU legislation on the integration of the European railway network contains 

a technical specification that permits just two standard platform heights: 55 

and 76 cm (measured from the top of the rail) (Europese Commissie, 2002). 

This standard makes it possible to introduce level access from platform to 

train throughout Europe. Stations on rail systems that do not interact with 

international services, such as suburban trains and the S-bahn, may deviate 

from the standard platform heights. A number of European countries apply 

the EU specifications only to the construction of new track and platforms. 

The Netherlands has lowered the platforms in many stations and on many 

lines from 96 cm to 76 cm in order to meet the European standard. In East 

Germany, the former GDR, most platforms were built at a height of 55 cm, 

which is why there are now two standard heights in Germany.

Electric traction power

In some parts of Europe the electrical power supply is in the form of direct 

current (DC) and in other parts of Europe it is alternating current (AC). There 

are five systems in total: 750 V DC, 1500 V DC, 3000 V DC, 15 kV AC and 

25 kV AC. The 750 V system is not supplied through a catenary (overhead 

line), but through a third rail next to the track and a contact shoe on the 

train. This system is common in metro systems and is sometimes also used 

on trains (for example in the south of England and on Merseyrail in the 

Liverpool area). The other systems work with an overhead catenary and 

pantograph (a hinged current collector) on top of the train.

Figure 10: Map of standard platform heights in Europe
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■  / ■  countries where standard platform heights are only applied to new build
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The 15 kV AC system was developed in Germany and uses a different 

frequency of 16 2/3 Hz, exactly a third of the national standard (50 Hz) for AC 

current. In countries that use this frequency separate high voltage systems 

are needed to supply it. The German high-speed lines are also fitted with 

this system.

In France two systems arose in the past and both are still in use: 1500 V in 

the south of the country and 25 kV in the north. In parts of central France 

both voltages are used, but on different lines. Many trains in France are 

therefore fitted with multi-voltage motors so that they can run on both 

voltages. During the development of the TGV high-speed train, the 1500 V 

DC system – standard in the south of France – proved to be unsuitable 

for high speeds. The 25 kV AC system in use in the north of the country 

was therefore chosen instead. This is now the standard power supply for 

high-speed lines and it is used on all high-speed lines in the Netherlands, 

Belgium, France, Spain and the United Kingdom. The first high-speed lines 

in Italy were fitted with a 3000 V DC power supply (including the Florence–

Rome and Padua–Venice lines). Later extensions to the network use the 25 

kV AC international standard.

Figure 11: Map of railway power supply systems in Europe

The high-speed lines in the Netherlands, Belgium, France, Spain, the United Kingdom and some of the 
lines in Italy are fitted with the 25 kV ~AC power supply.
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Train control and protection systems

Train control and protection systems ensure that drivers comply with 

commands or warnings transmitted by trackside signals. They are therefore 

a backup option to avoid dangerous situations from arising should the 

driver not respond properly to a signal. Dutch train control systems are fed 

by low currents through the rails which convey information about the signal 

positions to the train. However, the rails also carry the return current to the 

power supply, which makes the system sensitive to external interference. 

Modern systems work with balises or Eurobalises (transponders positioned 

between the rails) which send packets of information to the trains by radio 

frequencies.

Before the introduction of the European Rail Traffic Management System 

(ERTMS) there were nineteen different train control and protection systems 

operating in the EU. At the moment there are still five different safety 

systems in operation in the Netherlands: ATB-EG, ATB-Vv, ATB-NG and 

ETCS (level 1 / level 2). Each system has its own set of equipment, both 

trackside and on-board. When replacing systems the guiding principle is 

that the overall safety level must be at least the same or better.

The European Train Control System (ETCS) is a signalling system 

developed by the EU to introduce a uniform system throughout Europe. The 

specification was written in 1996 and implements one of the interoperability 

requirements of EU Directive 96/48/EC. ETCS is a component of the ERTMS 

and has been tested by various railway companies since 1999. All new high-

speed lines and core rail freight lines financed in part by the EU are required 

to use level 1 or level 2 ETCS signalling. As a result of the delays in the 

implementation of ETCS throughout the Netherlands, the interconnection 

between the train control and protection systems in the Netherlands 

and across Europe remains a concern. In particular, the transition from 

the German voltage to Dutch safety systems causes electromagnetic 

interference (which hinders the operation of the train system).

The aim of the technical pillar of the EU’s Fourth Railway Package (and the 

preceding legislation) is to introduce a uniform train control and protection 

system throughout the whole of the EU. According to the available 

information, the entire Swiss railway system has been operating signalling 

and control systems to at least ERTMS level 1 standard since 2019. 

Under its current policy, Belgium will have brought all its signalling and 

control systems up to at least ERTMS level 1 standard by 2022. The EU’s 

financing conditions mean that at the moment the introduction of ERTMS 

has resulted in patchwork coverage, particularly in Eastern and Southern 

Europe.
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Figure 12: Map of train control and protection systems in Europe  

Source: ERTMS.net and others, z.d.

The green (■) lines are equipped with ERTMS level 1 and/or level 2. New lines in Europe, part financed 
by the EU, must be equipped with at least ERTMS level 1 and/or level 2. Rail freight lines are not 
included.

One of the major challenges in the Dutch ERTMS programme is fitting 

ERTMS level 2 systems in railway yards, some of which are located in the 

areas leading to and from stations. This presents quite a puzzle for the 

Netherlands due to capacity limitations which have to be resolved. Further, 

it should be noted that there is no uniform version of ERTMS available 

(even within the levels). For example, a train with ERTMS level 2 for the 

Betuwe Route rail freight line cannot run under ERTMS level 2 for the 

HSL-Zuid high-speed line and vice versa.

Consequences of different systems

Technically, the differences between systems (safety, electricity, platforms, 

track gauges, etc.) can all be overcome. However, it does make things much 

more complex for the rolling stock. The consequences are higher costs for 

the whole system, longer lead times for rolling stock and greater complexity 

(with the risks for obtaining certification).
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2	 DUTCH AND EU POLICY  
	 FOR INTERNATIONAL RAIL  
	 TRANSPORT

In this chapter the Council discusses the policies, policy proposals and 

policy instruments of the European Commission and the Dutch government 

concerning international rail transport.

2.1	 European policy for international rail transport

2.1.1	White Paper, Green Deal and four Railway Packages

White Paper (2011)

In the 2011 White Paper ‘Roadmap to a Single European Transport Area 

– Towards a competitive and resource-efficient transport system’ the 

European Commission formulated goals for considerably increasing the 

share of rail transport in the modal split. In other words, the aim is for many 

more people to travel by train instead of by car or plane.

The roadmap set out a strategy for building a competitive transport system 

to stimulate mobility, remove obstacles in key areas, drive economic growth 

and boost employment, while drastically reducing Europe’s dependency 



47PRINTCHANGING TRACKS | PART 2: ANALYSIS | CHAPTER 2

on imported oil and considerably cutting back CO2 emissions (Europese 

Commissie, 2011). Among the goals set for 2050 were:

•	 a 50% shift in medium-distance transport from road to rail and water 

(passengers and freight);

•	 a 60% reduction in CO2 emissions from transport.

European Green Deal (2019)

In December 2019 the European Commission presented its European Green 

Deal (a ‘roadmap to a sustainable European economy’), which tightens up 

the goals in the White Paper (Europese Commissie, 2019). For example, it 

states that a 90% reduction in transport emissions must be made by 2050, 

it gives greater emphasis to making the shift to sustainable transport, and 

it includes plans to stimulate smart mobility. In 2020 the Commission’s 

Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport will present a more detailed 

strategy for sustainable transport and smart mobility, paying particular 

attention to the possibilities in urban areas. In addition, a boost will be 

given to multimodal transport, including a bigger role for inland waterways 

in the transport chain, with the aim of better utilising and expanding the 

available transport capacity. Measures to put this into practice will be 

proposed by the European Commission in 2021.

Railway Packages

The EU is seeking to gradually open the market for rail transport. The aim is 

that European rail transport is no longer obstructed by national borders or 

incompatible technical specifications, safety requirements and procedures. 

To this end a number of Railway Packages have been introduced since 

2001. The latest and provisionally the last is the Fourth Railway Package, 

which consists of six legislative texts, divided between a market pillar and a 

technical pillar (see also the text box in § 1.2 of Part 1).

Market pillar policy is to increase access for rail operators to the domestic 

markets for passenger transport in the Member States, with the aim of 

delivering more choice and increasing the quality and efficiency of rail 

passenger transport. The direct award of public service contracts for rail 

passenger transport remains permitted, but from 2023 will be subject to 

certain conditions.

Technical pillar policy is contained in the recast of the Rail Interoperability 

Directive and the Railway Safety Directive. These recasts are needed in 

connection with the new tasks of the European Union Agency for Railways, 

with a legal basis in the Regulation on the EU Agency for Railways. The 

new tasks are vehicle authorisation within the EU and safety certification of 

railway undertakings operating in several Member States (Tweede Kamer, 

2018a).
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In 2019 the Fourth Railway Package was transposed into Dutch railway 

legislation by amending the Railways Act, the Passenger Transport Act 

2000, the Local Railways and Tramways Act and the statutory instruments 

under these Acts. The Package contains European legislative measures to 

improve the quality, competitiveness and efficiency of the European rail 

sector. The measures also aim to make travelling by train more attractive 

relative to other transport modes and increase rail’s share of the total 

transport market (Eerste Kamer, 2019).

2.1.2	Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T)

The European Commission’s policy for the Trans-European Transport 

Network (TEN-T) addresses the implementation and development of a 

Europe-wide network of roads, inland waterways, ports, airports and 

railway lines. Particular attention is given to (a) serving all European 

regions, and (b) strengthening the most crucial connections – the corridors.

The ultimate goal of the TEN-T is to break down the transport barriers 

between the Member States of the EU and create a shared European 

network. Gaps in the network must be closed and technical barriers 

and bottlenecks overcome. A further goal is strengthening the social, 

economic and territorial cohesion in the EU. To this end, TEN-T supports 

the construction of new infrastructure, the modernisation and upgrading 

of existing infrastructure, the application of new digital technologies, and 

the introduction of alternative fuels and universal standards. Current TEN-T 

policy is based on Regulation (EU) 1315/2013. The European Commission 

is reviewing and evaluating the TEN-T Regulations in 2020 with a view to 

revising the legislation. Proposals for a revision are not expected before 

2021 (Tweede Kamer, 2019b).

The TEN-T comprises two network layers: the core network and the 

comprehensive network (Europese Commissie, z.d.-b):

•	 The core network includes the most important connections between the 

most important nodes. Policy is to complete this network by 2030.

•	 The comprehensive network covers all European regions and is to be 

completed by 2050.

The backbone of the core network consists of nine ‘core network corridors’:

•	 Atlantic;

•	 Baltic – Adriatic;

•	 Mediterranean;

•	 North Sea – Baltic;

•	 North Sea – Mediterranean;

•	 Orient/East – Med (Eastern/Central Europe to the Eastern Mediterranean 

Sea);

•	 Rhine – Alpine;

•	 Rhine – Danube;

•	 Scandinavian – Mediterranean.

The nine TEN-T corridors were designated to streamline and facilitate the 

coordinated development of the core network (see Figure 13). They are 
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complemented by two horizontal priorities, the implementation of the 

ERTMS and the ‘Motorways of the Sea’.13

Oversight of the corridors and the two horizontal priorities lies with 

coordinators appointed by the European Commission. The core network 

comprises different modes and routes. The Member States have generally 

added more than one route or border crossing to the network in order to 

create a robust network.

The Netherlands and the other Member States are required to contribute 

to the development of the trans-European networks under Articles 171–173 

of the Treaty on the Functioning of the European Union (EU, 2012). 

European policy requires the transformation of national networks into a 

single European network, without causing damage to the environment 

Subnational authorities can contribute to the TEN-T by aligning their 

transport policies with those of the EU or by carrying out infrastructure 

projects (for which grants can be requested). In the Netherlands the Betuwe 

Route rail freight line, the HSL high-speed line and the Meuse Works, 

among others, are part of the TENT-T.

13	 ‘Motorways of the Sea’ is a concept in the EU’s transport policy and underscores the importance of 
maritime transport.

Figure 13: The nine TENT-T corridors 

Source: Europese Commissie, z.d.

International Rail Freight Corridors

In November 2010 EU Regulation 913/2010 concerning a European rail 

network for competitive freight entered into force (Europees Parlement & de 

Raad van de Europese Unie, 2010). This Regulation is one of the measures 

taken by the EU to make transport greener and reduce greenhouse gas 



50PRINTCHANGING TRACKS | PART 2: ANALYSIS | CHAPTER 2

emissions. Rail freight has a key role to play in the transport system of 

the future. The Regulation lays down rules for setting up international 

Rail Freight Corridors (RFCs) for competitive freight transport in Europe 

and encourages cooperation between the main parties in the rail freight 

sector (national authorities, infrastructure managers, railway undertakings 

and terminal operators) (RailNetEurope, z.d.). The Regulation promotes 

coordination of the provision of capacity, rail traffic management, 

infrastructure works and investment planning.

During the TEN-T Days in Rotterdam in 2016, the transport ministers of the 

EU, Switzerland and Norway agreed on further measures to stimulate the 

growth of the RFCs (Rotterdam Ministerial Declaration, Council of Ministers, 

2016). The European Commission is evaluating the RFCs in 2020 with a view 

to improving the performance of the corridors in the period from 2020 to 

2030 (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2020a).

Part of European freight transport will be regulated via the international 

RFCs, which will permit the coordination of train paths and infrastructure 

works. The corridors are managed by consortia of infrastructure managers, 

which regulate traffic flows. Most of the RFCs follow routes of the TEN-T 

network, but not all.

In terms of governance, the Regulation provides for a combination of 

intergovernmental and sectoral cooperation that enables the parties 

concerned to do more than is permitted under their basic tasks and powers. 

In practical terms, transboundary RFCs are integrated operational structures 

that can be used for different, often complementary purposes:

•	 as a marketing instrument they can provide high-quality and competitive 

services to direct customers and end users;

•	 as an instrument of policy or cooperation they can contribute to the 

coordination/harmonisation of national practices in numerous areas 

and to the removal of diverse obstacles to freight transport, such as 

transboundary difficulties and interoperability problems.

The extent to which either of these approaches is chosen differs between 

corridors. Experience shows that the success of the RFCs depends first and 

foremost on the level of ambition of the Member States and infrastructure 

managers, particularly at a high political level (Europese Commissie, 

2018a).

2.1.3 	EU policy instruments

TEN-T projects are financed via the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) and 

other sources. The CEF budget is earmarked for infrastructure projects 

within the EU and is a key funding programme for TEN-T policy. The 

CEF seeks to promote economic growth by investing in infrastructure. 

It supports the development of a high-performance, sustainable and 

efficiently interconnected European network of transport, energy and digital 

services. In the period 2014–2019 the CEF invested €23.3 billion in the 

co-financing of projects. Of this, €11.3 billion was transferred from the EU 

Cohesion Fund. About 70% of the CEF budget goes to rail projects, among 

them the international routes from Eindhoven to Düsseldorf and Ghent 
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to Terneuzen and the track doubling between Heerlen and Landgraaf. In 

addition to providing finance, the CEF provides support to projects in the 

form of innovative financial instruments such as guarantees and project 

bonds. These instruments act as flywheels to attract further investment 

from the private sector. Since January 2014 the CEF budget has been 

allocated via the Innovation and Networks Executive Agency (INEA).

Besides the CEF, other European funding and financing programmes also 

provide support to TEN-T policy:

•	 the European Fund for Strategic Investments (EFSI) – an EU fund 

supporting investments in key sectors with budget guarantees to a total 

sum of €500 billion;

•	 Horizon 2020 – a major EU investment and innovation programme with 

nearly €80 billion of funding available for the period 2014–2020 (in 

addition to the private investment that it attracts);

•	 the Cohesion Fund – an EU structural fund that supports projects 

to reduce economic and social disparities and promote sustainable 

development in Member States where the average net income is below 

90% of the EU average; it has spent a total of €63.4 billion on the TEN-T 

and environment policy;

•	 the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) – an EU structural fund 

which supports projects that strengthen economic and social cohesion in 

the EU by correcting imbalances between regions.

Although the amounts involved are considerable, EU co-financing 

represents just a small proportion of the funds invested in high-speed 

rail infrastructure in the EU. In the period 2014–2020, for example, the 

co-financing percentage varied from 2% (in Italy) to 26% (in Spain), 

depending on the financing instruments used. On average, EU co-financing 

covers about 11% of the total construction costs (Europese Rekenkamer, 

2018).

European Court of Auditors (2018): European high-speed network ‘an 

ineffective patchwork of lines’

EU Member States involved in TEN-T projects are obliged to align 

investments in their national infrastructure with Europe-wide priorities. 

A report by the European Court of Auditors published in 2018 contains 

a withering criticism of the degree to which this is actually being done. 

According to the European Court of Auditors, the key question is whether 

it will be possible to transform TEN-T policy from a subsidy for major 

national projects into a policy for European integration. The Court says that 

high-speed rail projects in Europe often end in disaster. The railways are 

extremely expensive and the delays interminable, the trains ultimately run 

much slower than intended and passengers hardly make use of them.

According to the European Court of Auditors, the European high-speed 

network is a patchwork of national lines without proper coordination 

across borders. Because Member States often plan and build the lines 

independently of each other, the connections between them are poor. 

The Court analysed the expenditure on more than five thousand kilometres 

of high-speed lines and found that total co-financing since 2000 has 
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amounted to €23.7 billion. The conclusion was that the EU target of tripling 

the length of high-speed rail lines to 30,000 kilometres by 2030 will not be 

reached (Europese Rekenkamer, 2018). ‘An ineffective patchwork of poorly 

connected national lines has been constructed,’ said Oskar Herics of the 

European Court of Auditors. ‘High-speed lines crossing national borders do 

not rank among national priorities for construction and the Commission has 

no power to enforce them. This means the added value of EU co-funding is 

low’ (Van Gompel, 2018).

The European Court of Auditors notes that the decision to build high-

speed lines is generally based on political considerations and that the cost-

benefit analyses are often not used as a tool to support cost-efficient policy 

decisions. The reason why construction costs are so high is because the 

lines are designed to carry trains travelling at 300 km/hr. In practice, though, 

they hardly ever achieve these speeds and many trains travel at only half 

that speed. This raises questions about financial management. High-speed 

rail is expensive and costs on average €25 million per kilometre or €90 

million for each minute of travel time gained. Upgrading conventional lines 

to carry trains at higher speeds could represent a better balance of costs 

and benefits and save billions of euros.

Table 1: Costs of high-speed line per kilometre and per minute saved 

Audited line Length 
(km)

Total cost  
(million euro)

Travel 
time saved  
(minutes)

Cost per minute 
saved  
(million euro)

Berlin–Munich 671 14.682 140 104,87

Stuttgart–Munich 267 13.273 36 368,69

Rhine–Rhône 138 2.588 75 34,51

LGV Est Européenne 406 6.712 130 51,63

Madrid–Barcelona– 
French border

797 12.109 305 39,70

Eje Atlántico 165 2.596 75 34,61

Madrid–Galicia 549 7.684* 110 69,85

Madrid–León 345 5.415 95 57,00

Milan–Venice 273 11.856 49 241,96

Turin–Salerno 1.007 32.169 192 167,55

Total/average 4618** 109.084 1207 90,38

Source: Europese Rekenkamer, 2018, p. 53

*		 The analysis of the estimated costs of the entire line and of the travel times include the overlapping 
133 km of Madrid–León HSL (excluding the Guadarrama tunnel).

** 	The Munich–Verona stretch, at 445 km long, brings the total km of lines audited to 5063 km.
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2.2	 National policy for international rail transport
The government’s policy proposals for international rail transport are 

set out in the above-mentioned policy document ‘Public Transport in 

2040: Outlines of a vision for the future’ (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en 

Waterstaat, 2019) and in the letters on international rail transport sent to the 

House of Representatives in recent years by the responsible ministers.

2.2.1 	Public Transport in 2040

‘Public Transport in 2040’ sets out a way forward on the basis of the stated 

joint agenda. The parties working together in the programme are:

•	 the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management;

•	 the twelve provinces and the metropolitan regions of Amsterdam and 

Rotterdam–The Hague;

•	 the NS, the Federatie Mobiliteitsbedrijven Nederland (federation of 

regional transport providers) and municipal transport companies GVB, 

RET and HTM;

•	 ProRail infrastructure manager.

According to the partners, the vision for 2040 rests on three pillars:

1.	a focus on the strength of public transport;

2.	barrier-free door-to-door transport;

3.	safe, sustainable and efficient public transport.

Figure 14: A robust public transport network in 2040  

Source: Public Transport in 2040 (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2019)

A robust public transport network in 2040
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The international component of the public transport strategy addresses two 

scales: connecting border regions and establishing sustainable connections 

between the Netherlands and the main economic hubs in the surrounding 

countries by linking into the European high-speed network. The possibility 

of extending intercity services across the border is also being investigated. 

One idea is an international service from The Hague via Eindhoven to 

Germany (Düsseldorf) and from the Randstad via Groningen to Bremen and 

Hamburg.

To strengthen the connections between the Netherlands and economic 

centres in Germany, Belgium, France and England, the journey time by 

train should offer a more attractive alternative to the car and the plane. 

To provide this alternative, the idea is to create one bundled cross-border 

connection with each neighbouring country. This means improving the 

HSL-Zuid high-speed line and developing an eastern corridor from Utrecht 

via Arnhem to Düsseldorf.

Figure 15: Main international rail connections for passenger transport 

Source: Public Transport in 2040 (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2019)

A problem with this is that the combination of freight and passenger 

transport leads to conflicts on the busy sections of the network. 

Accommodating both forms of transport on these parts of the network 

in future will mean increasing the capacity of the infrastructure. Greater 

flexibility in the distribution of capacity between freight and passenger 
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transport will be needed to realise the growth ambitions of both sectors. In 

addition, it will be important to link up freight flows. The policy document 

also argues for optimum utilisation of the Betuwe Route dedicated rail 

freight line in combination with the provision of sufficient capacity for 

freight on the Oldenzaal–Bentheim, Venlo–Kaldenkirchen and Roosendaal–

Essen lines. In 2020 a study will be carried out to identify a route for the 

eastern corridor.

2.2.2 	Letter to the House of Representatives from the Ministry of  

		  Infrastructure and Water Management, 21 June 2018

On 21 June 2018 the state secretary for infrastructure and water 

management sent a letter to the House of Representatives further to 

the debate that had arisen about the possibility of replacing short-haul 

flights in Europe with international train services (Tweede Kamer, 2018b). 

This issue had been raised in various motions put before the House 

of Representatives. In the letter the state secretary describes (a) the 

international rail passenger offer in 2018, (b) within this, the potential for 

replacing short-haul flights with train services (‘substitution potential’), and 

(c) the steps she wants to take with the parties involved.

Qualification of the effects of substitution

The state secretary points out that although travelling by train is more 

sustainable than flying, it is not at all clear what the consequences of any 

substitution on carbon emissions will be. Fewer short-haul passengers 

does not necessarily mean an automatic reduction in the number of these 

flights. Faced with a drop in passenger numbers, airlines could decide to 

Figure 16: Core rail freight network 

Source: Public Transport in 2040 (Ministerie van Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2019)
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use smaller aircraft or fly with fewer passenger per aircraft. Also, given the 

pressure on the civil aviation sector, airports could decide to use the freed 

up slots for other, longer distance flights. However, substitutions could lead 

to a reduction in the pressure for further growth at airports. (See also the 

next chapter, § 3.3.2.)

Improve competitiveness of the train against the plane

In 2018 the Netherlands Institute for Transport Policy Analysis (KiM) 

updated and expanded an earlier study of the substitution potential of 

the train (Savelberg & De Lange, 2018). In line with the outcome of that 

study, the letter from the state secretary mentions London, Paris, Frankfurt, 

Düsseldorf and Brussels as destinations for which substituting the train 

for the plane is possible. For this substitution to be successful, KiM 

identified three main factors in passengers’ decision-making that need to be 

addressed: journey time/frequency, price and comfort.

a.	Reducing journey time and/or increasing service frequency. The study 

by KiM shows that the measures to be taken on the rail network in the 

Netherlands and neighbouring countries may lead to a shift from air to 

rail amounting to 1.3 million journeys per year. If the frequency of the 

international trail services is also increased slightly, this number could 

theoretically be raised to almost 2 million air journeys shifting to rail by 

2030, or 11% of the number of journeys to the thirteen most important 

destinations within a radius of 800 kilometres from Amsterdam.

b.	Changing the price differential. According to KiM, if train ticket prices 

fell by 20% to around the cost of air tickets, this would attract a million 

extra train passengers. It is also possible to reduce the difference in cost 

between flying and the train by changing the prices of air tickets.

c.	 Improving comfort levels. The KiM study shows that there are opportu-

nities to combine the air and rail travel products to provide an alterna-

tive to travellers who now transfer to a connecting flight at Schiphol or 

other European airport. They could travel further by train instead, on the 

condition that the right facilities are made available in the baggage hand-

ling area. Smooth cooperation between rail and air companies and the 

airports will be needed to overcome the barriers to combining rail and air 

journeys. The substitution potential would then be substantial, definitely 

for airports such as Schiphol that are well-connected to the rail network.

	 To encourage people to take the train the following factors are significant: 

comfort levels in the train during the journey, the ease of finding and 

booking international train journeys, either on its own or in combination 

with a European or intercontinental flight, the real-time provision of infor-

mation, communication, service in the event of delays, passenger rights, 

smooth check-in, security checks and baggage handling. For international 

train services this often requires international agreements.

Plans for substitution policy for long and short distances

Based on the KiM study, the state secretary identified five destinations 

that qualify for the substitution policy: London, Paris, Frankfurt, Brussels 

and Düsseldorf. Berlin was added in view of its iconic status. In her vision 
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for the future the state secretary describes her ambitions for the Brussels 

Intercity (improving comfort levels), Eurostar (increasing frequency and 

a direct service between Amsterdam and London from 2020) and Thalys 

(a new stop at Paris Charles de Gaulle and increasing comfort levels). For 

the lines to Germany, the state secretary wants to focus on improving the 

connections into the German rail network. Negotiations are being held 

on the Amsterdam to Berlin line, specifically on the use of dual-current 

locomotives, higher comfort levels, fewer stops and possibly one faster 

service each day. The ambition for the Amsterdam–Frankfurt service is 

greater comfort (renovation of the trains) and, in time, an increase in the 

frequency of the service. This line has a large substitution potential because 

both cities have an airport with a railway station.

For shorter transboundary connections, the state secretary is working with 

stakeholders to optimise the current rail offer. The letter elaborates on the 

ambition for a number of short cross-border services (Groningen–Bremen, 

Weert–Hamont, the Liège–Maastricht–Heerlen-Aachen ‘three country 

train’, Roosendaal–Antwerp). The state secretary is consulting with the 

Verkehrsbund Rhein Ruhr on the conditions for the Eindhoven–Düsseldorf 

service.

Plans for pricing policy

According to the state secretary, national governments have little leverage 

over the prices of train tickets. Operators are bound by the rules of their 

concessions and have to include the costs they incur and track access 

charges in the ticket price. Government intervention to adjust the track 

access charge is a possibility which would be effective if the neighbouring 

countries (where the distances are considerably longer) did the same. 

Governments would not be able to lower VAT on ticket prices without first 

amending the EU VAT Directive.

The state secretary has announced that she will investigate the possibilities 

for influencing the price of international tickets and will discuss this 

internationally. Cost increases in the civil aviation sector may also reduce 

the price differential with the train and contribute towards a shift from air to 

rail. Examples of government measures that will result in higher costs of air 

travel are the EU Emissions Trading System (ETS), the global CO2 offsetting 

and reduction system (CORSIA) that takes effect from 2021 and the airline 

ticket tax proposed in the coalition agreement from 2021. The state 

secretary points out that the EU Commissioner for Transport (at that time 

Violeta Bulc) is conducting research into the possibility of levying charges 

on air traffic and internalising the external costs of transport.

Plans for AirRail tickets

Substituting rail for air can also be encouraged by introducing an integrated 

train/air booking system. The Netherlands and Belgium are already served 

by BeNe AirRail, a joint venture by NS, KLM/Thalys and IC Brussels/
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Brussels Airlines, which offers combined tickets (KLM, 2019a; 2019b). The 

state secretary has invited all parties involved to make concrete plans for 

substitution.

2.2.3 	Letter to the House of Representatives from the Ministry of  

		  Infrastructure and Water Management, 31 January 2019

On 31 January 2019 the state secretary sent a letter to the House of 

Representatives in which she discusses progress made on various topics 

since the letter of July 2018 (Tweede Kamer, 2019b). She also discusses the 

results of the ‘quick scan’ study of the Berlin Intercity service, in which the 

Dutch and German governments performed the role of pacesetter. In this 

letter the state secretary also mentions that she has plans to reintroduce 

international night trains. (A few months after the publication of the letter, 

in summer 2019, KiM published a study on this; see § 2.3 below.)

The state secretary reiterates her ambitions for improving the journey 

times, frequency and comfort levels of international trains wherever 

possible in order to make international rail travel more attractive. Her aim is 

an additional 2 million international train passengers by 2025.14

The state secretary is committed to a Europe-wide coordinated approach, 

with the following elements: 

•	 priorities for CEF financing (see part 2, § 2.1.3);

•	 innovation via Shift2Rail (see § 6.2) and the EU’s innovation programme;

14	 In the letter the state secretary does not mention what her benchmark year is.

•	 encouraging sector initiatives;

•	 possible regulatory action to integrate travel information, ticketing 

systems and passenger rights for the multimodal traveller.

2.2.4 	Letter to the House of Representatives from the Ministry of  

		  Infrastructure and Water Management, 11 July 2019

Since the letter to the House of Representatives of 31 January 2019, the 

Democrats 66 parliamentary party (Schonis, 2019)15 published an action 

plan. In a letter to the House of Representatives of 11 July 2019, the state 

secretary writes that she considers that this initiative lends support to the 

current policy (Tweede Kamer, 2019c). The letter from the state secretary 

also provides an update on the latest developments. Several previously 

announced steps have been taken, such as the introduction from 2026 

of an hourly service between Eindhoven and Düsseldorf. A joint plan for 

reintroducing night trains has been submitted by the NS and the Austrian 

operator ÖBB.

Growth in international bus transport

In the letter of 11 July 2019 the state secretary also discusses the strong 

growth in international bus transport reported in the KiM study of June 

2019. International bus services are slower and less frequent than train 

services, but they are cheaper and offer more direct services. Between 2017 

and 2018 passenger numbers on international bus services increased from 

2 million to 3.5 million (Savelberg & Kansen, 2019). The state secretary sees 

15	 In addition, in September 2019 Suzanne Kröger, member of parliament for GroenLinks (GreenLeft), 
published her own proposal called ‘Aviation on the rails’ (Kröger, 2019).
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international (long-distance) bus transport as a valuable addition to the 

existing public transport offer.

Lower track access charges for rail freight

In summer 2019 the track access charge for rail freight operators in the 

Netherlands were adjusted downwards, bringing it into line with the 

charge levied in Germany as promised in the coalition agreement. The 

subsidy scheme used to reduce the track access charge was approved by 

the European Commission on 8 July 2019 following a review against the 

state aid rules (RailGood, 2019). The subsidy scheme will enable rail freight 

transport to compete more effectively with road and inland waterways.

2.2.5 	Position paper on international passenger rail (20 January 2020)

In January 2020 the Ministry of Infrastructure and Water Management 

drew up a position paper that sought to move international rail passenger 

transport higher up the European political agenda (Ministerie van 

Infrastructuur en Waterstaat, 2020b). The aim was to give greater priority 

to this topic in the further elaboration of the European Green Deal. The 

minister submitted the paper to EU Commissioner for Transport Adina 

Vălean and Vice-President of the European Commission Frans Timmermans.

The position paper opens with a brief review of EU policy on rail passenger 

transport and then argues the need for new action. A key element in the 

recommendations in the position paper concerns the development of 

international rail corridors for passengers. The Dutch proposal draws 

heavily on the current governance structure for the Rail Freight Corridors. 

It proposes that each corridor has an executive board with representatives 

from the Member States plus a management board consisting of 

infrastructure managers. A plan for regulating the capacity of each corridor 

would be drawn up through the development of a corridor implementation 

plan. This should also make it possible to draw up transboundary 

concessions (PSOs).16

The accompanying letter (Tweede Kamer, 2020a) states that the minister 

of infrastructure and water management will inform the House of 

Representatives on progress with this international proposal by letter in 

spring 2020. The Covid-19 pandemic has delayed the preparation of this 

letter, which had not yet been issued when this report was being finalised 

for publication.

2.2.6 	Political statement supporting a European agenda for international  

		  rail passenger transport (2 June 2020)

Due to the measures put in place to combat the Covid-19 pandemic, the 

EU Transport Council of June 2020 was held in the form of an informal, 

digital meeting. In the run-up to this meeting the state secretary submitted 

a political declaration on international rail passenger transport to the 

European Commission. It is an elaboration of the position paper discussed 

above and was signed by 25 European countries; others may join at a 

later date. The signatories call for a European agenda for international rail 

passenger transport as part of the European Green Deal and announce the 

16	 PSO stands for ‘public service obligation’. For an explanation of this term, see Part 1, § 3.1.
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establishment of a platform of Member States for cooperation on improving 

international rail passenger services (Nederland et al., 2020).

2.3	 Reintroduction of night trains
International night train services have been gradually phased out over 

the past decade. This is explained by the increasingly strong competition 

from flights, the introduction of high-speed daytime services (Thalys, ICE), 

the liberalisation of the long-distance bus market and the increased cost 

of using rail infrastructure in a number of countries. The last service from 

and to the Netherlands (Amsterdam to Munich/Zurich and vice versa) was 

discontinued at the end of 2016.

Study into opportunities for reintroduction

Against the background of government efforts to make the train more 

attractive as an alternative to flying, in 2019 KiM investigated the 

circumstances in which the reintroduction of international night trains 

in the Netherlands could be an interesting proposition (Savelberg, 

2019). The peripheral location of the Netherlands in Europe limits the 

number of promising night train connections to and from destinations in 

the Netherlands. In total, KiM found eight destinations that could have 

potential for the operation of a night train service: Copenhagen, Warsaw, 

Prague, Munich, Vienna, Zurich, Milan and Turin. If obstacles in the form 

of government charges, infrastructure capacity and a level playing field 

for all operators are resolved, in the long run these eight services could 

account for in the order of 0.7 to 1.0 million journeys per year. People 

choose international night trains mainly because it saves them time while 

they enjoy a night’s sleep. The higher cost of sleeping accommodation 

on a night train often outweighs the savings that would be made on hotel 

accommodation.

Night trains operation by ÖBB

In 2017 the Austrian railway company ÖBB took over the most profitable 

lines from Deutsche Bahn. Since then the network has been expanded, with 

Vienna as a hub serving a large number of destinations in Europe, and ÖBB 

has invested in improving the quality of the rolling stock and the on-train 

service. By providing different types of accommodation, the services cater 

to the needs of different target groups. The commercial operation has been 

optimised by combining various destinations in a single train.

Night trains are expensive services to run: the costs of the rolling stock 

are high because of the specific requirements, personnel costs are high 

because the trains need more personnel on-board and they work mainly 

at night, and there are relatively few places on each train. Moreover, the 

infrastructure charges operators have to pay to use the track are relatively 

high because of the long distances involved and the surcharges on top 

of the basic tariff. Many domestic connections, for example in Sweden, 

the United Kingdom and France, do not cover their costs. Even the ÖBB 

network of night trains does not fully cover its costs and is subsidised by 

the Austrian government through a direct award contract in view of the 

domestic significance of some of the services.
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Opportunities and bottlenecks elsewhere in Europe

At current speeds, night trains are generally only attractive for journeys 

over distances of from 800 to 1200 kilometres, on the assumption that much 

of the journey time can be spent sleeping and that in the perception of the 

traveller this time ‘doesn’t count’. If night trains could use high-speed lines 

their range could be considerably extended, but the technical difficulties 

involved make this idea unrealistic for the time being.

The rail market, including the night train market, does not enjoy a level 

playing field with air transport. Flights are not subject to VAT and airlines 

do not have to pay excise duty on the kerosene fuel used by their aircraft, 

while rail operators find the charges they have to pay for the use of the rail 

infrastructure too high. Nevertheless, these track access charges, in contrast 

to aviation charges,17 cover just a fraction of the cost of construction, 

maintenance and management of the rail infrastructure.

Amsterdam–Vienna night train (subsidised)

The night train service between Amsterdam and Vienna will start again 

in 2021, with a subsidy from the Dutch Ministry of Infrastructure and 

Water Management. The connection (more precisely, the extension of the 

existing night train from Vienna/Innsbruck–Düsseldorf to Amsterdam) will 

be included in the current concession (Tweede Kamer, 2019c). According 

to ÖBB and NS, this extension would not be possible without a subsidy 

17	 The main charges that the Dutch airline companies pay are a noise charge (to pay for insulation 
measures in the area around Schiphol) and a planning compensation charge (to pay for land use 
planning measures around Schiphol). Airport taxes and air traffic control charges are also levied.

because of the high costs involved. However, private rail operators who 

are members of ALLRAIL have objected to the provision of this subsidy 

(Van Gompel, 2019), claiming that granting an operating subsidy to a 

single operator contravenes the open market policy of the EU and is not 

compatible with competition and state aid rules. Moreover, a similar 

extension, the reintroduction of the ÖBB night train between Brussels and 

Vienna (since 2019), has proved possible to operate without any subsidy.
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3	 REASONS FOR  
	 IMPROVING  
	 INTERNATIONAL RAIL  
	 ACCESS 

According to the Council, better international rail access will help to: (a) 

improve the economic competitiveness of the Netherlands, (b) increase 

international tourism and European cohesion, and (c) reduce CO2 emissions 

from transport by increasing the offer of a relatively clean and safe mode 

of transport. These three reasons for the government to encourage 

international rail transport are discussed in this chapter.

3.1	 Economic competitiveness
Accessibility is ultimately about the number of activities that people can 

do within a certain period of time and within a certain area (Rli, 2017). 

Good accessibility therefore contributes to economic competitiveness and 

ensures that people can participate fully in society.

The Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (PBL) (Snellen et al., 

2014) identifies four pillars of accessibility policy:
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1.	Proximity. The more nearby destinations there are, the better the 

accessibility. Clustering development and mixed use developments lead 

to shorter distances.

2.	Speed. The faster you can travel, the more destinations come within 

reach. Speed is not just important on the core networks, but in the cities 

as well.

3.	Coordination. The better the connections between a location and the 

transport infrastructure, the better the accessibility. It is therefore a 

question of making better use of easily accessible places and making 

intensively used places more accessible.

4.	Cost, information and comfort. These three aspects are important to 

travellers. Accessibility policies should therefore go further than simply 

making major additions to the physical infrastructure.

An important word of caution on improving accessibility is that it usually 

generates extra demand. The more accessible a place is by different modes 

of transport, the more use will be made of it. Of course, this may not 

necessarily always be desirable.

Improvements in accessibility can help to make a region or country 

more competitive, because reducing journey times and increasing the 

reliability of services have a direct effect on business productivity. Good 

accessibility also affects the business climate.18 In addition, mobility is a 

necessary element in virtually all modern economic activities. Under certain 

18	 Besides the available infrastructure, location and situation also play a part in this.

circumstances, improvements in accessibility can provide an additional 

boost to competitiveness through the operation of the markets for goods, 

services and labour and through agglomeration effects (KiM, 2015).

In a joint 2016 study, the Netherlands Bureau for Economic Policy Analysis 

(CPB) and the Netherlands Environmental Assessment Agency (PBL) state 

that expanding the rail network would only improve accessibility to a 

limited extent and only at a high cost (CPB & PBL, 2016). This may be a 

reason to look for ways to improve accessibility by rail without building 

new infrastructure.

3.2	 International tourism and European cohesion
Better international access by rail will increase the possibilities available 

to the Dutch to travel abroad for short visits (city trips) or longer periods 

(holidays). Conversely, better accessibility will lead to greater numbers 

of foreign tourists visiting the Netherlands by train. This aspect of rail 

accessibility cannot be seen in isolation from the economic benefits, 

since tourism and business travel in the Netherlands generated about 

€29.9 billion in revenue in 2017 (Centraal Bureau voor de Statistiek, 2018). 

Tourism also has a social and cultural component; it enables people to learn 

about other countries and cultures.

A better connected Europe is also one of the objectives of the EU’s 

cohesion policy. This policy focuses on economic development, regional 

competitiveness, regional and social cohesion and environmental 
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sustainability. The EU’s cohesion policy 2014–2020 provides financial 

support to transport infrastructure (see also Chapter 2, § 2.1.3). For the EU’s 

long-term budget for the period 2021–2027, the European Commission 

proposes a modernisation of cohesion policy (Europese Commissie, 

2018b) in which a better connected Europe is again one of the priorities. 

An important aim is to reduce carbon emissions from the economy and 

transport. ‘There is no doubt that railway transport means huge benefits 

in most areas: sustainability, safety, even speed, once it’s organised 

and engineered according to 21st century principles,’ said Transport 

Commissioner Adina Vălean in March 2020. ‘But there’s also something 

more profound about railways: they connect the EU together not only in 

physical terms. Setting up a coherent and functional network across all 

Europe is an exercise in political cohesion’ (Van den Boogaard, 2020).

3.3	 Substituting rail for road and air
A third reason for promoting international rail transport (in addition to 

economic competitiveness and better connections within Europe) is that 

it is a relatively clean and safe form of transport and so increasing rail 

transport at the expense of road and air will help to green the transport 

sector. In the Netherlands the national operator NS uses 100% green 

electricity.

However, substituting rail for road and air is still proving to be difficult in 

practice as the ‘intermodal competitiveness’ of rail is weak. Choosing to 

travel by air rather than taking the train appears to be an easy choice for 

travellers because the airline business model puts the customer first (in 

terms of price, convenience and comfort). In contrast, the rail business 

model is built around the operation of the railway undertakings in their 

domestic transport markets (Europese Rekenkamer, 2018).

A 2019 study by KiM compares the infrastructure costs and external costs to 

society of air, rail and road transport. The train emerged as a mode with low 

social costs in terms of climate impact compared with the car (and plane) 

and with a good safety record (Huibregtse et al., 2019).

The public debate on substitution is mainly about substitutes for flying and 

less about substitutes for road transport. But for long distances there are 

clear possibilities for substitution.

3.3.1 	A substitute for road transport

What distinguishes the train from the car is that it is a clean and safe form 

of transport. However, developments in the car industry, such as the growth 

in the numbers of electric cars and the emergence of driverless vehicles, 

are narrowing the gap on this score. Nevertheless, there are still several 

reasons why the train is preferable to the car as a sustainable transport 

mode.

•	 First, for the time being electric cars will not be within the financial reach 

of the wider public. The purchase costs are high, despite the availability 

of subsidies. The train is therefore much more widely accessible for 

longer journeys.
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•	 Second, it is questionable how sustainable the production and disposal 

of electric car batteries really is. The train has the advantage that virtually 

no batteries are needed because most lines have been electrified.

•	 Third, trains can reach speeds that are impossible for cars on public 

roads. Speeds of more than 200 km/hr and sometimes even 300 km/hr 

are not unusual for high-speed trains. This illustrates all the more the 

potential of the train for longer distances: a much larger area is within 

reach within a limited journey time of a few hours.

•	 Fourth, cars as a mode of transport use up a large area of land. Not just 

the roads, but also the parking spaces and garages (particularly in urban 

areas) make the car a prominent and highly visible feature in the urban 

and rural landscape.

3.3.2 	A substitute for air transport

It is well-known that the climate impact of flying is greater than that of the 

train, because travelling by train leads to lower carbon emissions than 

travelling by plane. But what does this difference look like in more detail? 

Below we discuss the various aspects that are important when comparing 

air and rail transport, we look at the aviation sector’s action plan to make 

the industry more sustainable, and conclude with a few qualifying remarks 

on the debate about substitution.

Six points to consider when comparing the environmental impacts of air 

and rail transport

Comparing the environmental impacts of air and trail transport is more 

complex than it might appear. Six questions need to be addressed when 

making this comparison.

1. 	Fuel consumption per passenger per kilometre or based on a life cycle 

assessment?

The first question concerns whether to include the energy consumption 

of transport only or the energy consumption during the full life cycle. 

A life cycle assessment (LCA) calculates the emissions released during 

the manufacture, maintenance and decommissioning of vehicles. These 

emissions are often not included in comparisons, but are becoming 

increasingly significant with the use of new types of batteries and high-

pressure tanks. However, comparisons based on LCAs are not easy to make. 

Although the International Standards Organisation (ISO) has drawn up a 

standard for LCAs, which is updated every few years, assumptions – for 

example about maintenance costs – remain an implicit part of LCAs and can 

lead to significant differences in the calculated CO2 emissions per transport 

mode.

2. 	Well-to-wheel or tank-to-wheel?

The CO2 emissions from train and plane can be calculated on a well-to-

wheel or a tank-to-wheel basis. The well-to-wheel approach includes not 

only the CO2 emissions from the combustion process in the vehicle (wheel), 

but also the CO2 released at the source of the energy used (well) and 
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during the production and transport of the fuel. From an environmental 

point of view, a well-to-wheel approach gives a complete picture of the 

environmental performance of a fuel or drive technology.

Well-to-wheel calculations consist of two parts, the well-to-tank part and the 

tank-to-wheel part:

•	 well-to-tank: emissions released during the extraction, transport and 

refining of fuels or during the generation and transmission of electricity;

•	 tank-to-wheel: emissions arising from the combustion of fuel during the 

use of the vehicle, often including wear and tear emissions (particulate 

matter) during the operation of the vehicle.19

3. 	What types of aircraft, train and fuel should be compared?

Environmental performance also differs within transport modes. One train 

is not the same as another, and the same goes for aircraft. For example, 

a diesel locomotive or train running on a standard track has significantly 

higher emissions than an electric train on a high-speed track. As the NS 

uses only 100% wind-generated electricity, its tank-to-wheel CO2 emissions 

are zero. Trains abroad often have higher emissions.

Developments in aviation are moving fast and much is being done to make 

aircraft more energy efficient. Each new type of aircraft is 15% to 20% 

cleaner and quieter than its predecessor. Aircraft manufacturers Boeing and 

19	 Under the IPCC agreements, tank-to-wheel emissions from biofuels are zero. The net life-cycle 
emissions of biofuels are calculated as well-to-tank emissions.

Airbus are investing billions in the development of more efficient engines, 

lighter materials and better aerodynamics. Both manufacturers now have 

medium- and long-haul models on the market that will replace many older 

aircraft in the years to come. However, planes last for several decades so the 

next, more efficient models will only come onto the market many years later. 

If the aim is low emission flying, then electric aircraft seem to be the most 

appealing option. However, the huge batteries that would be needed has 

so far restricted this innovation to small aircraft such as those made by 

the Slovenian company Pipistrel. Airbus’s head of electrification predicts 

that sometime between 2030 and 2040 an electric plane will be able to 

carry a hundred passengers. Competitor Boeing does not mention a year, 

but commercial-scale electric-powered flights are not expected until after 

2040 (Duursma, 2018a). Electric-powered aircraft are not expected to be 

introduced across the board for short-haul flights before 2060 and for long-

haul flights not before 2080 (Peeters & Melkert, 2018, p. 12).

The type of fuel used also influences the environmental performance of 

aircraft. Scientists are working hard to find an environmentally friendly 

alternative to kerosene (Duursma, 2018). With a potential reduction of 80%, 

sustainable fuel, either bio-based or synthetic, is the most effective way 

to reduce CO2 emissions from aircraft. But there are two major obstacles: 

(a) sustainable fuel is two to three times more expensive than fossil fuel 

and (b) too little of it is available. Government measures are needed to 

scale up production and bring prices down. In addition, sustainable fuels 

should not be produced at the expense of agricultural or forestry land, but 

made from frying fat or forestry and agricultural residues such as wood 
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chips. Synthetic kerosene may be a more promising option, an example 

being power-to-liquid fuel made from CO2 and hydrogen – but only on 

the condition that the electricity used to produce the fuel comes from 

renewable sources. A disadvantage of hydrogen is that it requires a lot of 

storage space. The Council has previously pointed out that due to the slow 

pace of technological development, blending sustainable synthetic fuel and/

or biofuel with the fossil fuel is the most promising option for achieving CO2 

reduction targets for aviation for 2030 and 2050 (Rli, 2019).

4. 	National or international data?

In the Netherlands comparisons of the environmental performance of 

transport modes are often calculated using data from the multiyear 

STREAM study by CE Delft20 on emissions from transport within the 

Netherlands. According to Milieu Centraal, CO2 emissions per kilometre 

from high-speed trains differ considerably across Europe, depending on the 

emissions from electricity generation in the countries through which the 

trains travel (Milieu Centraal, z.d.). Other factors are the occupancy rate of 

the train and high-speed versus ordinary international trains.

The carbon emissions of a train journey can vary by a factor of three 

depending on the destination. A train to Eastern Europe, for example, runs 

on electricity with high CO2 emissions and in the Ruhr region of Germany 

the trains run on energy generated from lignite (brown coal). In contrast, in 

20	 STREAM stands for Study on TRansport Emissions of All Modes. CE Delft’s STREAM series describes 
the environmental impacts of freight and passenger transport are provides forecasts.

France the trains run on electricity from nuclear power and in Switzerland 

on hydroelectric power (with much lower carbon emissions).

In its STREAM calculations, CE Delft uses the average electricity mix in 

the Netherlands. According to Matthijs Otten of CE Delft, the same index 

numbers can be applied to the average in Europe. Calculations based on 

these numbers show that the TGV emissions are four times lower than the 

direct emissions of a Boeing 737 on a medium-haul flight. If the additional 

climate impacts of flying are also taken into account (see point 5 below), the 

emissions are eight times those of the TGV.

5. 	Compare all climate impacts or just those of energy use?

Many comparisons of the environmental impacts of different transport 

modes are limited to the CO2 emissions of energy use. However, 

condensation trails, NOx emissions and the contribution to cloud formation 

make the climate impacts of flying much greater than just those arising 

from the use of energy.

6. 	Also include impacts on quality of the living environment?

A final qualifying remark on the comparison of the climate impacts of 

transport modes concerns the question of whether or not the environmental 

impact and degradation of the quality of the living environment should be 

included in the calculation. It is well-known that the level of disturbance 

people experience from airports is high, but this is very localised nuisance. 

During the construction and use of a railway line the impact is linear and 

causes a high level of nuisance, especially if the line runs through an urban 



68PRINTCHANGING TRACKS | PART 2: ANALYSIS | CHAPTER 3

area. During the construction of the HSL-Zuid high-speed line this became 

clear at various places in the Netherlands during the discussions about its 

integration into the landscape. The perceived nuisance levels were also 

higher than expected once the line became operational.

3.3.3 	Aviation sector Action Plan ‘Smart and Sustainable’ (2018)

In response to the National Climate Agreement, the aviation sector 

submitted its action plan ‘Smart and Sustainable’ (Schiphol Group et al., 

2018) to the minister of infrastructure and water management. The plan 

of action was produced by twenty transport organisations and knowledge 

institutions who want to accelerate existing developments to make aviation 

more sustainable. The aim is to reduce CO2 emissions from the Dutch 

aviation industry by 35% from the expected trend in emissions by 2030. The 

airline industry has calculated that the use of trains and other sustainable 

modes of transport can contribute 3.8% of the emission targets for 2030. 

Trains can be a good alternative to air travel on certain routes up to a 

distance of 700 km.

To make trains more attractive, the authors say they should be faster, it 

must be easier to buy integrated AirRail tickets and there must be better 

connections to Schiphol. Their ambition is that rail passengers will be able 

to alight within the airport’s security area for a seamless transfer. Among 

initiatives to further develop Schiphol as a multimodal hub is the possible 

extension of the North–South metro line above ground and the expansion 

of Schiphol railway station. This will create space for international trains 

in the Schiphol tunnel. Regional airports will also have to be made more 

accessible by public transport. At the moment Eindhoven Airport, for 

example, is only accessible by road.

Research and consultancy organisation CE Delft audited the plan of action 

and concluded that the stated goals are feasible, but that greater efforts 

will be required if growth turns out to be higher than the moderate rate 

assumed in the model. The ambitious targets require a concerted effort 

by various parties and supportive government policy (Faber & Van Velzen, 

2018).

3.3.4	Draft Aviation Policy Document 2020–2050

The draft Aviation Policy Document sets out the government’s framework 

for the future development of aviation in the Netherlands. The focus is on 

safety, a robust network of international connections, less nuisance and less 

impact on the environment. Dutch airports will only be able to grow when 

their environmental impact has demonstratively decreased.

The policy adopts the objectives for reducing carbon emissions contained 

in the draft agreement on sustainable aviation (jointly prepared by the 

airline industry and the government). In concrete terms, this means that 

within ten years the ground operations at the airports must be completely 

climate neutral and that CO2 emissions have been brought down to 2005 

levels. Carbon emissions from aviation must be halved from 2005 levels by 

2050 and reduced to zero by 2070 (Tweede Kamer, 2020b). The consultation 

procedure has begun and the government’s aim is to formally adopt the 

policy at the end of 2020.
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3.3.5	The substitution paradox: more trains but still more carbon emissions

When it comes to bringing about a modal shift from air to rail, it should be 

noted that the calculated impacts in studies (e.g. Donners, 2018) do not take 

account of policy or how airports and airlines will respond to decreasing 

demand for short-haul flights. Airlines may still continue to operate their 

flights, but with a lower occupancy rate or with smaller aircraft (research 

in Asia and Europe provides some support for this), in which case CO2 

emissions will remain more or less the same.

It is also conceivable that a decreasing demand for short-haul trips will lead 

to fewer flights, but that the freed up slots will be used by the airports to 

accommodate new long-haul flights to existing and new destinations. This 

will have a counterproductive effect on CO2 emissions.

This last effect is not unlikely, as the WLO forecasts reveal a latent demand 

for flights (CPB & PBL, 2015): in 2030 there will still be 3 to 25 million 

passengers not catered for because of the limited capacity at airports. In 

this scenario, substitution leads to the paradoxical outcome in which CO2 

emissions do not fall, but rise. If the government really wants to reduce CO2 

emissions, substitution policy will have to be accompanied by a downward 

adjustment of the number of flight movements at national airports.
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4	 BOTTLENECKS IN THE  
	 INTERNATIONAL RAIL  
	 SYSTEM

From the expert meetings, the interviews and the document analysis the 

Council has identified and described the main bottlenecks standing in 

the way of better international access to and from the Netherlands. As in 

Part 1 of this advice, these bottlenecks are broken down according to the 

four organisational layers of the rail transport system: mobility services, 

transport services, traffic services and the infrastructure.



Figure 17: The four layers of the rail transport system 4.1	 Bottlenecks in mobility services

Lack of passenger friendly access to information and tickets

Booking international train journeys is a difficult business because there 

is no easy and transparent system for finding and booking international 

train tickets. Obtaining tickets for the main destinations and direct services 

(from the Netherlands) is reasonably easy, but buying tickets for indirect 

services or more distant destinations is considerably more complicated. 

The ticket information landscape is fragmented and technically complex 

and the benefit to cost ratio of developing a traveller friendly platform has 

so far proved unattractive to potential providers. In Europe there are hardly 

any independent travel information and ticketing providers (which is the 

gap in the market the Dutch Treinreiswinkel aims to fill) (Van Ammelrooy, 

2019). People who want to plan and book a journey get bogged down in a 

confusing morass of rules and information. Railway undertakings generally 

only offer tickets for their own trains; tickets for trains run by other 

companies, even for connecting trains, are only offered in a limited number 

of cases (e.g. for services run by partner companies). Also, each railway 

undertaking has its own sales channels and digital systems, which means 

that some tickets can only be purchased online, by telephone or from a 

ticket office.

Finding and buying air tickets is a much easier business altogether, as 

booking one or more flights is made easy by platforms such as skyscanner.

nl, cheaptickets.nl, tix.nl and google.com/flights. When choosing how to 

travel, people are influenced by the ease of finding and booking a journey. 
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When finding a ticket proves to be a tortuous business, they are likely to 

choose a different travel option for which they can easily obtain a ticket.

Train journey with multiple rail operators difficult to book

Airline companies work together internationally in broad alliances; rail 

operators take a different approach. For example, NS is not allowed to sell 

the cheap tickets for Ouigo, a subsidiary of SNCF. NS International does 

sell tickets to London and Kent, but not to any onward UK destinations 

(NS International, z.d.-a). The national transport operators generally do 

not sell tickets for services run by newcomers on the rail market and vice 

versa.21 Some foreign railway companies do not sell any tickets at all in the 

Netherlands (Van Ammelrooy, 2019), one reason being that they want to 

keep control over sales of their own tickets, but system constraints also play 

a part (such as differences between ticketing systems).

As a result, international train journeys often have to be broken down into 

a series of shorter sections. This is not only inconvenient to book, but it 

also affects passengers’ rights in the event of delays or missed connections 

(see below). At one of the expert meetings it was stated that, all things 

considered, it is easier to book a flight from Amsterdam to South Bolivia 

online – consisting of three to four flights operated by two or three airlines – 

than to book a train ticket from Amsterdam to Stockholm.

Tijdens een van de expertbijeenkomsten werd gesteld dat het al met al 

eenvoudiger is om online een vliegreis te boeken van Amsterdam naar 

21	 Former state-owned enterprises that offer train services are also called ‘incumbents’. Non-incumbents 
is the name for new, independent entrants to the market and the new regional concession holders. 

Zuid-Bolivia, samengesteld uit drie tot vier vluchten van twee of drie 

luchtvaartmaatschappijen, dan een treinkaartje van Amsterdam naar 

Stockholm. 

No uniform European booking system for train journeys

There is no uniform European booking system for train journeys. In Europe 

there are two main systems for making train reservations:

1.	 In one system the traveller buys a ticket for a specific route on a specific 

day, during which use may be made of different trains (often referred 

to as the ‘German system’). This is beneficial for travellers who miss a 

connection.

2.	 In the other system the traveller buys a ticket to travel on a specific train 

on a specific day (often referred to as the ‘French system’). In this system, 

the journey must be made at a specified time and seat reservation is 

compulsory (NS International, z.d.-b).

In practice it is difficult to combine these two booking systems. When 

travellers change from a French to a German reservation they cannot be 

sure whether a seat will be available for them in the connecting train, and 

if so, in which carriage they will be able to find it. And when changing from 

a German to a French reservation, passengers who miss their connection 

are not permitted to board the next train (because they do not have a seat 

reserved on it). None of the providers of tickets for journeys within their 

own operational area are confronted by this structural flaw in the system. 

Passengers just have to sort it out for themselves. There is no direct 

incentive for ticket providers to come to an overarching system. However, 
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a uniform public friendly booking system for international trains would 

encourage more people to travel by train. As such, this situation presents 

an indirect but so far unacknowledged incentive for more coordination and 

cooperation. Greater uniformity in data and data systems across Europe 

would make access to ticket information and ticketing much simpler. It 

could lead to a similar system as that used by the airlines, which works on 

the basis of alliances and code sharing. At the moment, though, it is not in 

the interests of any of the individual ticket providers to initiate the creation 

of such a uniform system: the necessary investments are too big and the 

prospects of recouping the benefits and of third parties joining the system 

are too uncertain. An overarching system can therefore only be established 

by all parties working together.

Not clear when discount subscriptions are applicable

The discounts given by NS subscription products sometimes apply to 

the domestic parts of international train journeys and sometimes they do 

not (NS International, z.d.-c). For many travellers it is not clear when they 

can make use of their discounts; travel planners usually give the most 

expensive options. This problem is also found when travelling abroad, such 

as on the route through France, Belgium and Germany: the BahnCard (a 

Deutsche Bahn discount rail card) can be used for the ICE, but not for the 

Thalys on the exact same route (Europees Parlement, 2009a; 2009b).

This discrepancy is due in part to the fact that railway undertakings only 

have access to their ‘own’ cheap tickets. A uniform booking system (see 

above) would solve this problem. Another situation that encourages this 

uneven access to discounts is that it is often not possible for travellers 

to purchase discount cards without a postal address in the country in 

question, which makes most reduced prices unavailable to international 

passengers.

Timetables not available on time

Timetables are usually only available to passengers three months in 

advance and most tickets can also only be booked from three months in 

advance. There are two exceptions: Eurostar offers tickets four months in 

advance and night trains can often be booked up to six months before the 

date of travel. As many international train passengers want to book their 

tickets earlier than is currently possible, certainly for holidays, this makes 

the train a less attractive option. And when the scarce cheap tickets do 

finally become available for purchase, there is often a rush to snap them up.

Train operators neglect the ‘last mile’

Train operators pay too little attention to the ‘last mile’. Having arrived at 

the railway station, how do you get to your final destination by metro or 

bus, or by bicycle or on foot? It is up to the passenger to look this up, which 

may be difficult if the required information is in a foreign language the 

traveller does not understand. Paris metro tickets can be bought on Thalys 

trains as a service (Thalys, 2018) and Eurostar offers a similar service for 

Brussels and London (Eurostar, z.d.), but international passengers travelling 

to the Netherlands cannot buy a Dutch public transport smart card. It should 

be noted, though, that the last mile presents less of an obstacle when 

travelling by train than when flying.
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Inadequate passenger rights

The rights of air passengers are better regulated than those of train 

passengers. Train operators provide inadequate assistance to passengers 

in the event of delays or missed connections. If there is a delay on a 

journey involving several changes (with separate tickets for each part of 

the journey), passengers are only compensated for the initial delay on 

that particular part of the journey and not for the delay incurred on the 

remainder of the journey (Europees Parlement & de Raad, 2007) (For more 

information see § 5.4 below).

4.2	 Bottlenecks in transport services

Dominance of national operators focusing on the domestic market

Although some of the first railway lines in Europe were built for cross-

border transport, over the past century the rail passenger transport sector 

has concentrated on transport within the national borders.

Despite the European open borders policy, national borders still throw up 

hidden barriers (such as language, traditions and practices) that keep the 

vast majority of train passengers in their own countries. It is therefore not 

surprising that the requirements in the current concession for the core 

network held by NS mostly concern its performance in providing services 

for this target group. During the Council’s expert sessions it emerged 

that the rigidity of these agreements could induce the train operators to 

adopt risk avoidance strategies. They build extra time into their service 

schedule to ensure they can meet the requirements and avoid anything 

that could disrupt domestic performance, such as making improvements to 

international connections.

National operators have a solid position. They have a large market share 

and/or are the only providers of train services in their country. This gives 

them access to a large, interconnected rail network on which they run well-

connected train services at high frequencies. On an average working day 

about one million people in the Netherlands use the rail services provided 

by the NS railway company (NS.nl, z.d.). New entrants onto the market 

cannot come close to that level of service provision.

The rail transport systems of many other EU Member States are also 

dominated by the national operator, which benefits from control over 

the commercial operation of stations (possibilities for sales of additional 

products), property management (possibilities for additional income), ticket 

offices, service personnel, etc. New entrants are sometimes ‘squeezed 

out’ of the national market by the national operators, who offer special 

promotions and better services provision. For example, SNCF is resisting 

the entry of Thello and Flixtrain onto the French rail market by expanding 

its budget TGV operator Ouigo (McWhirter, 2019). Although this is a logical 

consequence of market competition, moves like this make it difficult for 

new operators to enter the market. The Council regrets this, because new 

operators could give priority to international rail services, particularly if this 

was their core business.
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Of course, a well-run and comprehensive national rail transport system 

is essential to meet today’s high demand for domestic rail services. But 

the prevailing view that there is no room for additional international 

connections on the busy rail network is not always based on a correct 

representation of the facts (see § 4.3 and 4.4). Various participants at the 

expert meetings held by the Council indicated that a smarter management 

of the Dutch rail transport system could give more priority to international 

trains and improve service provision without affecting the domestic 

timetable.

Few concessions for international connections

At the moment not all international transport links can be run profitably 

while at the same time providing an attractive service to passengers. This 

explains why there is little choice of services on these routes and no new 

services are being introduced. One solution, in view of the public interest 

at stake, could be to put the operation of transboundary rail services out 

to tender. Unfortunately, almost all concessions (PSOs) are awarded for 

domestic transport. International concessions are rare because countries 

do not cooperate sufficiently on international transport links and European 

regulations offer limited scope for awarding international concessions. 

Coordinating transport services between countries is a complex business 

and little experience has been gained with it so far. Nevertheless, working 

with international concessions did emerge as a promising option during the 

expert sessions and interviews.

Barriers to new entrants

Despite the EU’s open access policy, the rules for providing international 

train services are complex and demanding. For example, an operator from 

each country on the route has to be party to applications for train paths. 

In addition, the infrastructure and safety systems vary from country to 

country and local authorities have a voice in determining how international 

transport is integrated into national public transport schedules. All this 

makes it difficult to attract new entrants into the market and create 

competition. But it is precisely new entrants that can make a difference 

to the international traveller as a more diverse offer will give the traveller 

more choice. Competition on the rail network in Italy, for example, has 

brought prices down on some routes while increasing choice and improving 

service (Desmaris, 2016). Competition between the national operator and 

newcomer Italo on the high-speed line between Rome and Milan has led to 

a clear shift in people’s choice of transport mode: the rail share in passenger 

transport rose sharply (from 6% in 2008 to 74% in 2016) and the air share 

in passenger transport fell considerably (from 50% in 2008 to 15% in 2016) 

(Bergantino, 2016). In 2015, three years after the first Italo train went into 

operation, Ryanair even stopped its flights between Rome and Milan.

Apart from the complexity of the rules, another hindrance, mentioned 

above, is the dominant position of national transport companies. In theory, 

international rail transport is open to all operators, but the interests of 

the national operators dominate on all the major corridors of the core rail 

network. Member States sometimes interpret EU legislation in ways that 

favour their own operator over new entrants to the rail market. Also, EU 
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rules are not always introduced on time; Member States prevaricate and 

play for time to the advantage of the national operator. The European 

Commission has noted that there were ‘strong suspicions’ that national 

operators made use of EU rules to covertly discriminate against newcomers 

(Europese Commissie, 2013).

In the Netherlands this was the case in the direct award of the core railway 

network to NS. During the expert meetings organised by the Council, 

various parties complained about the way in which new international 

connections were included within the existing national PSO, as is the case 

for the new night train between Amsterdam and Vienna. There are also still 

many exceptions to the rules. For example, the core network with in the 

Netherlands has been excluded from open access for domestic services 

until 2025 under the EU’s transitional measure. In practical terms there is 

very little competition and this is not likely to change in the near future 

(at least for the core network). Based on the mid-term review, the state 

secretary intends to directly award the concession for the core network 

to NS again after 2024, but this will be accompanied by more room for 

competition on regional lines and international connections, as confirmed 

by the state secretary in a letter to the House of Representatives (Tweede 

Kamer, 2020c).

Newcomers wanting to enter the rail market are also not helped by the 

political ambiguity concerning competition in the rail sector. On the one 

hand, there is a desire for rail transport to compete with other modes of 

transport and become more competitive over time, but on the other hand 

there are concerns about the desirability of more competition because of 

a possible worsening of working conditions and/or quality of service. As a 

result, newcomers are not convinced that they will be given a fair chance to 

enter the rail market.

No lease market for rolling stock

Another major obstacle to new operators entering the market is the lack 

of rolling stock. There is next to no lease market for passenger trains, and 

the rolling stock that is available is often extremely old and unsuitable for 

high-speed lines. If the rolling stock is owned by the national operator, this 

presents an additional barrier to new entrants (Nash et al., 2019). In the civil 

aviation sector the privileged position of national carriers has been broken 

by the rise of the low cost carriers. They were able to enter the market not 

just because of the EU’s Single European Sky policy, but also because of the 

ready and relatively risk free availability of aircraft from leasing companies.

Not sharing data

Rail operators consider much of their data to be confidential information 

and do not share this information with potential new entrants or third 

parties who want to sell tickets. This makes it particularly difficult for 

public authorities and new entrants to the market to develop a strategy for 

international rail transport. They are not able to make a reliable assessment 

of the rail transport market and are therefore unable to plan services that 

accurately match the needs of travellers.
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No coherent vision for international timetables

Although there is much discussion in the Netherlands about transboundary 

rail transport, there is surprisingly little discussion with neighbouring 

countries on a strategic level. As a result there is no overarching vision for 

an international timetable and the operators in each country are themselves 

responsible for planning the services and the capacity of the trains. There 

is a lack of coordination. The setting of border times is dominated by the 

traditional national operators.

No level playing field with other transport modes

Government objectives and ambitions should not lead to unequal treatment 

of transport modes. All measures and support packages (such as subsidies 

and incentives) that are available to one transport mode should therefore 

be available to others as well to ensure a level playing field. At the moment 

there is no such level playing at all in the Netherlands. Air tickets are zero 

rated for VAT, but the VAT on rail tickets was raised from 6% to 9% (for 

comparison, in 2019 the German government reduced VAT on train tickets, 

although it is still higher than in the Netherlands).

The Council believes that environmental costs should also be included in 

the prices of tickets. If the social costs of the various transport modes were 

passed on to the customer, environmental impact would automatically be 

included in the choices people make on how to travel. The Council’s opinion 

is that the continuing exemption of air transport is problematic. Both 

Germany and France have recently introduced an air transport tax. In the 

Netherlands the idea of an equivalent air passenger tax has had a troubled 

history, but in 2019 the government did present plans for a national 

(although preferably European) flight tax and the feasibility of a kerosene 

duty at the EU level is being explored (rijksoverheid.nl, z.d.).

Infrastructure charge too high

At the moment international rail transport can hardly compete with 

other transport modes and so there is clearly a need to make the price 

of travelling by train much ‘fairer’ in comparison with travelling by bus, 

plane or car. The current infrastructure charge is too high – certainly for 

international long-distance train journeys. Degressive tariffs, in which the 

price per kilometre is reduced as the distance increases, would stimulate 

international rail transport. Governments have the ability to do this 

because the charge consists of mandatory and non-mandatory components 

(Autoriteit Consument & Markt [ACM], 2019). ProRail passes this charge 

on to the operators. From 2020 the charge consists of the following 

components:

•	 Minimum access package. This consists of the direct costs of use, which 

must be passed on to the operator under EU law.

•	 Services. The costs and reasonable return on investment for the use of 

railway yards, stabling areas and fuelling systems.

•	 Price incentives. Price incentives coupled with a performance scheme can 

add positive or negative financial consequences to actual performance.

•	 Additional charges. These can be used to recover some of the costs of 

investments.
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Night trains could be subject to a lower rate to stimulate their use. In view 

of the open access policy it would be preferable to encourage the use of 

international trains by reducing infrastructure charges than by providing 

subsidies to an established operator.

4.3	 Bottlenecks in traffic services

Technical and protection & control systems incompatible

Optimal use cannot yet be made of the available capacity on the existing 

infrastructure in Europe, in part because of insufficient harmonisation of 

safety systems, safety regulations, capacity allocation procedures, etc. The 

disparate mix of systems and rules can be made to work through the use 

of interoperable rolling stock, but unfortunately this is more expensive and 

more complex than standard rolling stock. It is not a long-term solution. 

More structural adjustments will be necessary to make the railway network 

fit for the future. Changes will be needed in the infrastructure and traffic 

services, such as the introduction of information technology (e.g. ERTMS). 

A third point requiring attention is the lack of a common language for train 

drivers and rail managers on international links.

Introduction of ERTMS costly and time-consuming

The introduction of ERTMS is proceeding at a slow pace and there are 

doubts about some of the choices that are being made in this megaproject. 

Implementing the systems is proving to be more complex than was 

originally thought, partly because several suppliers are being used 

(Ton, 2018). Moreover, as the work is behind schedule, the available EU 

funds are not all being used.

The benefits of ERTMS for international rail transport have been too long 

in coming. During the expert sessions held by the Council, the introduction 

of information technology (such as ERTMS) was mentioned as an attractive 

way to create more capacity on the existing rail network. This safety system 

allows trains to run closer together, enabling more intensive use of the 

existing infrastructure.

Unnecessary cost increases and restrictions from imposing air traffic safety 

requirements on international trains

The current terrorist threat in Europe has an impact on international 

mobility. In their fight against terrorism, security services are calling for 

international travellers to give up more personal data. A majority of the 

EU Member States have indicated their willingness to apply the Passenger 

Name Record (PNR) Directive,22 which now applies only to international 

flights, to other modes of transport as well (Teffer, 2019). This could 

mean that the current security arrangements for flights would apply to 

international rail services, even though these measures are too stringent in 

relation to the risks, incur additional costs and lead to delays. In addition, 

they take away one of the attractive aspects of travelling by train: the 

flexibility of last minute booking.

22	 Directive on the use of passenger name record (PNR) data for the prevention, detection, investigation 
and prosecution of terrorist offences and serious crime (Directive (EU) 2016/681).
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4.4	 Bottlenecks in the infrastructure

No fully interconnected international high-speed network, limited access to 

the high-speed infrastructure

Due to the fact that for many years the development of the railway 

infrastructure in European countries has concentrated on the domestic 

networks, no fully interconnected international high-speed network has 

been created. For one thing, there is no high-speed line between Antwerp 

and Brussels. Neither is there a rapid link from Randstad Holland to 

Germany connecting into the German high-speed ICE network. Speeds on 

the Amsterdam–Utrecht-Arnhem–Duisburg-Düsseldorf service are currently 

well below the desired 160 to 200 km/hour.

Station capacities too limited

The stations in the Netherlands where international trains stop are not 

growing in step with the increasing and expected demand (Verlaan, 2019). 

Not only the limited number of tracks, but also the platforms, stabling 

areas and station locations form bottlenecks to the growth in demand for 

international transport.

Schiphol station currently does not have sufficient capacity to 

accommodate all the required international trains for transfer passengers, 

particularly in combination with security checks and passport control 

(Eurostar), or for baggage handling if passengers’ luggage is already 

checked in on the train. This makes it difficult to offer AirRail products. For 

smoother transfer between air and rail it is crucial that passengers with 

an intercontinental onward connection can travel further by train from 

Schiphol station and that there are good arrangements in place for their 

luggage. Schiphol station should therefore be equipped with facilities to 

meet all security requirements, such as partitioned platform sections for 

non-Schengen destinations. This last point is important for shortening the 

transfer time from train to plane and increasing the level of comfort for 

passengers. If these arrangements are not made in the Netherlands, it will 

not be possible to offer attractive combination travel products. Travellers 

with onward connections will then choose another route, replacing the part 

of the journey they would have travelled by train with a flight.

Cost-benefit analyses overemphasise domestic benefits

The cost-benefit analyses prepared for the planned international trains 

have so far placed an unbalanced emphasis on domestic benefits and only 

touched upon the benefits of international trains that are enjoyed abroad. 

This means that decisions about transboundary infrastructure are taken on 

the basis of a limited financial assessment in which the costs weigh more 

heavily than the benefits.

The balance of costs and benefits would be more favourable if the scope 

of the analysis covered the whole region served by the rail connection. 

Decisions based on that perspective could well be different. An example is 

the analysis of the reactivation of the ‘Iron Rhine’ rail link. In this analysis 

the prime considerations were the consequences for the Netherlands, with 
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an ‘international window’ limited to qualitative remarks because a full 

international monetary comparison was deemed impossible (De Vries et 

al., 2007, p. 145). A more recent example is the Groningen–Bremen link, 

for which three CBAs were carried out: a Dutch, a German and a joint/

European analysis.
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81PRINT

5	 MODAL CHOICE, TRAVEL  
	 INFORMATION, TICKETING  
	 AND PASSENGER RIGHTS

The Council considers that a number of things are needed to promote 

international rail travel: (a) the traveller’s choice of transport mode should 

be steered by a competitive journey time and price and a higher comfort 

level compared to car and plane; (b) the traveller should be able to easily 

find all relevant travel information; (c) the traveller should be able to 

easily book tickets well in advance; (d) the traveller should be assured of 

guaranteed passenger rights. These are discussed in turn in this chapter.

5.1	 Traveller’s choice of transport mode
Someone who is considering going on a journey has to make a number of 

choices. Below we describe a basic model that can be used to describe the 

choice behaviour of the would-be traveller.

Four steps

The choices to be made by a traveller are often described by means of a 

‘four step model’ (Ortúzar & Willumsen, 2011). Such a model starts with the 

question ‘Am I going to travel?’ (trip decision). The next question is ‘Where 

am I going to travel to?’ (destination choice). The third question is ‘How 
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am I going to get there?’ (modal choice). The final question is ‘What route 

should I take?’ (route choice).

This basic model can be adapted to achieve a more accurate representation 

of choice behaviour in specific situations. A frequent addition to the model 

is a fifth step: ‘When am I going to travel?’ (time-of-travel choice). This 

makes the model suitable for describing choices made by both business 

and recreational travellers (Bhat, 1998). In other variations, certain steps 

are combined into a single step, such as a simultaneous trip decision and 

destination choice or a simultaneous destination choice and modal choice.

 

The model is of course a representation of a decision process that in reality 

is usually not as systematic as this. In practice, travellers often reverse the 

order of the steps, for example first choosing the means of transport and 

then a destination that can be reached by that means of transport.

To get large groups of travellers to change their choice of transport mode 

from the car or plane to the train, insight is needed into the factors that 

determine their modal choice. These factors are discussed below.

Factors influencing modal choice

Little or no research has been done into the choice behaviour of travellers 

who decide to go on long-distance journeys (more than 100 kilometres). 

The discussion below builds on insights from research into the choice 

behaviour of travellers who go on local and regional journeys. The major 

factors influencing this choice behaviour are (aggregated): journey time 

(from door to door), travel costs and comfort.

•	 Journey time. The time the journey takes is one of the most important 

factors in determining the mode of transport. This is considered to be 

always a negative factor: the longer the journey time the lower the 

chance that the mode of transport will be chosen. Journey time from 

door to door always consists of the time to get to the means of transport, 

the waiting time, the actual travel time and the time taken to get to the 

final destination. Each part of the journey is experienced or perceived 

differently by the traveller as a result of stress or ‘disutility’. Travellers 

often experience a minute waiting as irritating or annoying and therefore 

it ‘counts’ as more than a minute of actual travel time. Combining the 

perception of the journey time with the actual journey time gives the 

perceived journey time. This is the time that is taken into account when 

coming to a travel decision. Paradoxically, when weighing up the option 

of travelling by train the door-to-door time is usually taken into account, 

but when flying often only the flight time is considered. This makes flying 

seem more attractive than it really is.

•	 Travel costs. Besides journey time, travel costs are an important factor 

when determining the mode of transport to use. These costs comprise 

several components (which differ according to the mode of transport), 

such as parking and maintenance costs (for travel by car), ticket price and 

the costs of travel to and from the station or airport (for travel by train or 

plane). Travel costs are also considered to be always a negative factor: 

the higher the costs the lower the chance that the mode of transport 

will be chosen. As for the journey time, the various component costs 
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are perceived differently by the traveller, but little is known about this 

perception of costs for long-distance journeys. A key consideration is 

whether or not the traveller takes all the costs into account when coming 

to a decision about which mode of transport to use. It is not uncommon 

for the cost of petrol to be compared one-on-one with the cost of a ticket 

by public transport, which ignores parking and car maintenance costs.

•	 Comfort. The comfort level of a mode of transport is rarely included in 

studies of modal choice. The reason for this may be that it is difficult to 

make an objective assessment of travel comfort. Studies that do take 

this factor into account show that it is a significant factor in the choice 

of transport mode and that, for example, the higher comfort level of a 

night train weighs heavily in its favour (among others, Román et al., 

2010). There is a relationship between comfort level and the perception 

of journey time: at higher comfort levels the journey time becomes less 

important.

The traveller’s choice behaviour is not black and white; all the factors 

discussed above play a part. If one mode of transport has a shorter 

perceived journey time than another, this does not automatically mean 

that all travellers will base their decision on this factor alone. Empirical 

data show that travellers are much more sensitive to the whole range of 

differences between transport modes for long-distance trips than for local 

or regional trips (see e.g. Eurostar, 2004).

A general assumption is that for distances up to 750 kilometres or a travel 

time of four hours (door to door) the train is competitive with flying. 

Within these limits the train is often faster and most (but not all) people 

choose the train. For longer distances and for longer journeys, the train 

remains an option. Although fewer people choose the train for these longer 

journeys, the numbers are not insignificant. With an eye to reducing carbon 

emissions it is therefore important and sensible to promote a modal shift 

from air to rail for these longer distances.

To promote international rail passenger transport it is important to focus on 

competitive travel times and ticket prices, coupled with the higher comfort 

levels compared with driving or flying as a distinguishing factor.

5.2	 Travel and passenger information
International train passengers need easy access to simple and clear 

travel information. First, passengers need information before they travel 

– pre-journey information – such as travel times, the number of changes 

and the availability of tickets (‘travel information’). Second, they need 

information during the journey, such as the platform the train will arrive 

at and information about delays and other disruptions (‘passenger 

information’).

Pre-journey information (travel information)

Decisions on whether or not to travel by train are based to a large extent on 

how the door-to-door journey time compares with other available transport 

modes. To make this comparison, people need to have this information at 

their fingertips. If not, they will not consider the train as an option or they 
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will have to base their decision on incomplete, inaccurate or out-of-date 

information.

This information could be made more readily available by an easy-to-use 

booking procedure in which the services and prices of all the train operators 

on a route (established operators and new entrants to the market) are 

combined in a single, clear and comprehensive format. Moreover, because 

passengers do not travel from station to station, but from door to door, they 

want integrated travel advice and ticketing. The development of Mobility 

as a Service (MaaS) will go a long way to providing such an information 

service in future.

When choosing between transport modes, people want definite information 

about as many aspects of their journey as possible. Their information needs 

are not limited to ‘hard’ details such as price and travel time, but extend to 

information about convenience and comfort. If the option of travelling by 

train involves the need to change trains, whether or not this can be made 

cross-platform and with a guaranteed connection is relevant information for 

making a decision. App builders should therefore give due consideration to 

the specific advantages of transport modes, such as easy transfers and the 

fact that travelling by train does not entail any check-in procedures.

Various apps and digital platforms offering integrated travel information 

and ticketing are already available or under development. However, app 

builders are dependent on the information provided by transport operators 

– and there lies the problem, because operators give third parties little or 

no access to travel information and ticketing rights. Despite European data 

sharing agreements, operators only share data to a very limited extent, 

claiming their data are commercially sensitive. The Council is of the opinion 

that operators should be required to make this data publicly available as 

soon as possible, particularly for new tenders.

Information during the journey and in the event of disruptions (passenger 

information)

Once travellers have set off, they need easy access to simple and clear 

real-time information during their journey: passenger information. Unlike 

domestic trips, travellers on long-distance journeys are often unfamiliar 

with the route, the surroundings and the language. Commuters who 

travel regularly on a particular route know all about the alternatives 

should something go wrong, and so they need much less support during 

the journey. As much of this experience is lacking when travelling long 

distances (whether by train, bus or plane), there is greater need for correct 

and clear passenger information during the journey.

To start with, travellers need information to allow them to complete the 

normal (undisrupted) journey. This can be provided in the form of clear 

(multilingual) signage, relevant announcements (at the station or platform 

and in the train) and station layouts that support intuitive wayfinding. In 

addition, travellers need practical information and support in the event of 

delays or disruptions to services. Train passengers often have difficulty 

interpreting this type of information when travelling abroad. Lack of 

knowledge of the system and the route also makes it difficult for them to 
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find an alternative route or another or later train on their own. The most 

important information in these situations is real-time travel information 

about delays or disruptions. In addition, ticket providers and transport 

operators should take prompt action to inform travellers (for example via 

text messaging or WhatsApp) about any disruptions.

One of the ways in which the rail system offers passengers added value 

compared to flying is its flexibility, particularly if arrangements have 

been made for the smooth transfer of reservations and information. As 

discussed in part 2, § 4.1 many long-distance train tickets are currently 

for a specific seat or train reservation.23 In the event of a disruption to the 

service, passengers are often unable to use their reservation. Agreements 

have been made between rail operators that give passengers the possibility 

of taking a later train without a seat reservation, but the exchange of 

information between operators and information provision to passengers 

can be inadequate. This is less of a problem in systems without seat 

reservations. It is usually sufficient to get a stamp on the ticket should the 

reserved service be disrupted, but the introduction of digital tickets has 

made working with stamps on tickets obsolete. In the event of a disruption, 

travellers should be given straightforward and clear information about 

(a) whether or not their reservation has been cancelled, (b) what the 

consequences of this are, and (c) how the resulting problems will be solved.

23	 This is characteristic of the French ticket system. In the Dutch and German systems tickets are specific 
only for a date and a route.

5.3	 Ticketing
International train passengers want clear information on the availability and 

findability of attractively priced tickets.

Availability of tickets

Train tickets are usually only available three months in advance, a period 

that does not match the booking behaviour of many international travellers. 

Many people in the Netherlands book their summer holiday in January 

when the Vakantiebeurs tourism and leisure fair in Utrecht takes place. 

Moreover, the short sales period for international train tickets means that 

cheap tickets are quickly snapped up. This makes it difficult for people to 

estimate what the costs of their tickets will be.

Rail operators do not guarantee tickets more than three months in advance 

because they say the uncertainties related to possible maintenance works 

are too great. Nevertheless, the Council sees real possibilities for extending 

this period. Under EU railway policy, track maintenance works that require 

a ‘train free period’ have to be requested two years in advance, while 

requests for capacity allocation must be submitted no later than the April 

before the timetable year. In April, therefore, rail operators know with 

almost 100% certainty that a train will be able to run on a certain route 

during the entire timetable year.

An EU regulation is needed that requires international train tickets to be 

made available for purchase longer in advance. The Council feels that 

a period of a least nine months should be feasible. Introducing such a 
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nine-month period would demand a little more flexibility from travellers 

when making plans, because there could be minor changes to their booking 

at a later date. In such cases, train operators should guarantee connections 

or offer a similar alternative. It is not unusual for airlines to change flight 

times by a few hours earlier or later than the originally booked times. Good 

communication with the passengers is then essential. Providing information 

on departure times and seat numbers subject to possible change, to be 

finalised shortly before departure, would increase the flexibility available to 

train operators, making it possible for them to respond better to demand.

As described in Chapter 4 (§ 4.1), in Europe there are various booking 

systems for international train tickets that differ considerably on certain 

points, which prevents uniform agreements on international ticketing. Ticket 

vendors should have the option of selling through tickets.

Price of tickets

When people go on an international journey they generally want to take the 

fastest option at the lowest price. Although the general perception is that 

travelling by train is much more expensive than flying, studies show that 

on certain routes the average price of a train ticket is only slightly higher or 

even much lower than the cost of an air ticket.24

24	 In their sample study, Savelberg & De Lange (2018) found that for a particular journey the train was 
20% more expensive than flying. Another study using a different sample found that the train was 85% 
cheaper than flying (Trainreiziger.nl, 2018).

The price of a train ticket is the outcome of the commercial calculations 

of the provider. According to the Council, passengers may expect clear 

and accurate information on which prices are valid at what times and 

the conditions that apply to the prices being offered – the findability and 

bookability of the tickets on offer. Air travel is often cited as a good example 

of ticket findability and bookability. Airline tickets are easy to find and book 

because of the existence of various platforms and apps provided by third 

parties (skyscanner.com, cheaptickets.com, google.com/flights, etc.) as well 

as the airlines themselves. Even so, the conditions that apply to air tickets at 

different prices are still obscure. Tickets may be offered in 15 to 26 different 

price classes, whereas most aircraft have no more than two or three 

physical classes. In some cases, one-way tickets can be more expensive 

than a return ticket.

Airlines usually offer only a limited number of very cheap tickets and 

average prices are roughly comparable with that of a train ticket. 

Nevertheless, people are perfectly capable of finding cheap tickets for a 

flight and even deciding whether or not the conditions that apply to those 

tickets (such as departing in the middle of the night or not being able to take 

any luggage) are acceptable for their journey. Only relevant information 

is given to the customer during the booking process. By comparison, the 

booking process and price structure of train journeys are complicated and 

unclear (particularly when the journey involves travelling on trains run by 

different operators).
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Given the conditions attached to ticket prices, both air and rail passengers’ 

organisations have developed tactics for getting lower prices, including 

‘split ticketing’ (buying separate tickets for different parts of the journey 

because this is cheaper) and ‘hidden city ticketing’ (buying a cheaper ticket 

for a more distant destination and then alighting at the desired destination 

earlier on the route). These tricks are used, for example, by treinreiziger.nl 

when finding the lowest price (see Figure 18).

Figure 18: Sample ticket prices by air and rail (one-way) 

Air tickets via
SkyScanner**

Cheapest
Train ticket

Ticket provider Comments

Amsterdam–Prague € 51 € 39,00 NS Int+CD*** Split ticket (in 
Bad Bentheim)

Amsterdam–Berlin € 62 € 39,90 DB/NS/TL*/HR*

Amsterdam–Hannover € 182 € 29,90 DB/NS/TL*/HR*

Amsterdam–Hamburg € 50 € 34,90 DB/NS/TL*/HR*

Amsterdam–Munich € 55 € 69,00 ÖBB Buy ticket at 
Innsbruck!!!

Amsterdam–Vienna € 99 € 69,00 ÖBB

Amsterdam–Brussels € 114 € 25,00 NS/HR*

Amsterdam–Paris € 35 € 65,00 NS/TL/HR/SNCF

Amsterdam–Basle € 35 € 79,90 DB/NS/TL*/HR*

London–Amsterdam € 35 € 40,00 NS/TL*/HR*/
SNCF

Amsterdam–Frankfurt € 112 € 69,00 ÖBB Buy ticket to 
Vienna!!!

* TL = TrainLine, HR = HappyRail 
** Air ticket tariffs are exclusive transfer and baggage cost 
*** Non split ticket is €20 more expensive. Ticket A’dam–Bad Bentheim can also be bought from  
DB/HR/TL. 
Date accessed: 29 October; travel date, 29 November. Tariffs apply only at the time of offer. 

Source: treinreiziger.nl, 2018

5.4	 Passenger rights
Rail passenger rights are regulated at the European level by Regulation 

(EC) 1371/2007 (Europees Parlement & De Raad van de Europese Unie, 

2007). The main purpose of this Regulation is to establish and safeguard 

passengers’ rights in the event of disruptions/interruptions to a service. This 

Regulation is currently (spring 2020) being recast. A brief summary of the 

recasting process is given below, followed by a brief analysis of the revised 

rights, including the improvements for the passenger.

Recast of the Regulation on rail passengers’ rights and obligations

The recast of Regulation 1371/2007 was begun in September 2017. The 

basis of the process is a 2013 evaluation report which highlighted certain 

issues, based on which the European Commission subsequently published 

interpretive guidelines (Europese Commissie, 2015).

The text of the original Regulation did not provide sufficient clarity on a 

number of points. It was not clear whether or not passengers are entitled 

to compensation for the whole journey in the event of a delay on part of 

the journey. Also, the definitions made a distinction between a ‘transport 

contract’ and a ‘through ticket’ (a ticket for a journey involving successive 

services operated by several railway undertakings). Further, because the 

provisions of Chapter IV apply only to a single ‘transport contract’ and a 

single ticket, all the rights of the passenger can be considered nullified 

for situations in which they hold several consecutive tickets, as is usual 

in long-distance journeys. Another ambiguity concerns the use of the 

term ‘final destination’, which was not included in the definitions. It is not 
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clear whether this refers to the passenger’s final destination or the final 

destination stated on the ticket or through ticket.

The problems identified in the Regulation were confirmed in an impact 

study published in 2017. This study included an online consultation process 

open to the public and organisations from across the whole EU. The NS 

also participated in this process.

In the second half of 2017 the Commission published a ‘proposal for a 

recast’ (Europese Commissie, 2017), which was then put forward to various 

European institutions and bodies. A number of these responded, including 

the European Economic and Social Committee (EESC) and two committees 

of the European Parliament, the Committee for Internal Market and 

Consumer Protection (IMCP) and the Committee for Transport and Tourism 

(TRAN). The two parliamentary committees hold clearly differing opinions 

on the rights and obligations of passengers. Whereas the IMPC committee 

puts the consumer (the passenger) first and proposed imposing certain 

responsibilities on railway undertakings, the TRAN committee appears to be 

concerned primarily about the interests of the rail sector. On the basis of the 

representations and advice received, a reading in the European Parliament 

and various working group discussions, a new version of the proposal for a 

recast was adopted unanimously by the Council of the European Union in 

December 2019 (Europese Commissie, 2020c).

The further planning of the decision-making process is not yet clear. The 

plans of the Croatian EU presidency (the first half of 2020) did state that 

priority should be given to the revision of the rights of train passengers. 

When approved by the European Council the new regulation can come into 

force. In principle the whole recasting procedure has been gone through 

and no further amendments can be made to it.

Rights and obligations of train passengers

The Rail Passengers’ Rights Regulation applies to all train journeys in the 

EU provided by one or more licensed railway undertakings (as laid down 

in Directive 2012/34/EU) (Europees Parlement & De Raad van de Europese 

Unie, 2012). Member States can choose to make exceptions and exempt 

urban, suburban and regional rail passenger services. Long-distance 

services can be exempt for five years, which may be extended twice (to no 

later than December 2024).

The term ‘through ticket’ is no longer included in any of the provisions of 

the current text of the recast regulation. The issue of lack of clarity was 

addressed in the proposal and subsequent review process, among others 

by the EESC and the EP Committee for IMCP. Based on the views of the 

IMCP, TRAN drew up its own vision in which the interests of the sector 

take precedence over those of the passenger. The TRAN committee takes 

a more market-oriented approach in which conditions are set for market 

competition rather than developing a market that serves the interests of 

consumers. The committee argues that airline companies are not forced 

to work together, which is a valid point. Market competition has indeed 

led the airline companies to cooperate (code sharing and alliances), and 

without cooperation between airline companies and the resulting through 
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tickets, air passengers with separate tickets would also have very few 

rights. But the EP committee ignores the fact that airlines can fly over 

countries, whereas railway undertakings are always dependent on ground 

infrastructure. Moreover, it is often not profitable to offer specific services 

only to international passengers, which makes it necessary for a positive 

business case for international rail services to include domestic transport, 

cabotage and therefore ‘roofing tile transport’ (overlapping short journeys 

by different passengers on a single service). The Fourth Railway Package 

provides for open access to the market and protection for concessions 

(and other PSOs) to prevent cherry-picking. This combination makes it 

much more difficult and less attractive for railway undertakings to offer 

through tickets than it is for the airlines. In the text of the regulation, 

which is expected to be adopted in 2020, the application of the term ‘final 

destination’ has been expanded. Unfortunately, no further definition has 

been included and it is still not clear whether this refers to the passenger’s 

final destination or the destination on the ticket. The other amendments 

would seem to suggest that in the spirit of the regulation the final 

destination is the one that is stated on the ticket.

It is the Council’s opinion that when booking a train journey passengers 

should be informed that their purchase is either a through ticket or consists 

of a series of separate tickets. In the current version of the recast regulation, 

train operators are only required to ‘make efforts’ to offer through tickets. 

The only obligation is that all tickets issued by a single undertaking must 

be through tickets. This leaves open the possibility of offering a train 

journey from Amsterdam to Bordeaux, for example, in the form of several 

tickets, even though in the perception of the consumer both the Thalys 

and TGV high-speed trains belong to SNCF. The upshot is that the rights 

of passengers without a through ticket are not improved at all. Journeys 

involving changes between services run by different train operators for 

which through tickets are unavailable will remain particularly risky for 

consumers.

Alternatively, the European Commission could choose to withdraw the 

‘proposal for a recast’ and introduce binding agreements for through 

ticketing to oblige rail operators, like airlines, to make agreements among 

themselves on taking over each other’s passengers in the event of delays 

and cancellations. This would be in line with the views of the IMCP 

committee of the European Parliament.

The Council is of the opinion that the Netherlands should continue to 

press for better passenger rights and advocate for rights that are at least 

comparable with those enjoyed by air passengers. A provision stating 

that compensation for delays and cancellation of trains applies not just to 

the part of the journey that is subject to delay, but to the whole journey 

should also be included. Operators would then be encouraged to take more 

account of each other’s activities in the event of delays or cancellations 

(which would be in the interests of the passengers). Guaranteeing 

passenger rights reduces the need for through services, which in turn may 

obviate the need for investments in other layers of the mobility system.



90PRINTCHANGING TRACKS | PART 2: ANALYSIS | CHAPTER 5

Passenger guarantee fund

The current lack of protection for passengers without a through ticket 

could be resolved by setting up a guarantee fund. Such a fund would offer 

passengers holding separate tickets for sections of their journey the choice 

of taking out insurance, at an additional cost, to cover the consequences 

of missing a connection. The fund would bear the costs incurred by the 

passenger to reach their final destination. The fund could be set up privately 

(commercial) or publicly (European) without infringing the Rail Passengers’ 

Rights Regulation. Similar guarantee funds exist for air travel.
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6	 OVERVIEW OF EU  
	 INSTITUTIONS AND BODIES  
	 CONCERNED WITH RAIL  
	 TRANSPORT

In this chapter the Council gives an overview of the main European bodies 

involved in the formulation of policy on international rail transport and/or 

its implementation.

6.1	 EU executive and representative bodies

European Commission

The European Commission is the executive body of the EU. It is responsible 

for drafting and proposing new European legislation and implements the 

decisions of the European Parliament and of the Council of the European 

Union.25 The work of the Commission is led by the commissioners, headed 

by the President of the Commission. The commissioners work on specific 

policy priorities set by the President of the Commission. The Commissioner 

25	 See Europa.eu for more detailed information on the EU institutions and bodies.
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for Transport heads the Directorate-General for Mobility and Transport 

(DG MOVE).

The European Council

The European Council is composed of the heads of state or government 

of the EU Member States and defines the EU’s overall political direction 

and priorities. It is not one of the legislating institutions of the EU and is 

therefore not involved in negotiating and adopting EU laws.

Council of the European Union

The Council of the European Union is also called the Council of Ministers. 

The Council consists of one minister from each Member State, depending on 

the policy area under consideration. The Council of Ministers represents the 

governments of the Member States and negotiates and adopts legislation. 

Rail transport is dealt with by the Transport, Telecommunications and 

Energy Council configuration (TTE), which (depending on the items on the 

agenda) is composed of the relevant government ministers. The Council 

is responsible, among other things, for the adoption, together with the 

European Parliament, of legislation to support and advance a common 

transport policy, such as common rules for international transport, 

conditions for transport operators and measures to improve passenger 

rights and transport safety.

European Parliament

The European Parliament acts as a co-legislator and together with the 

Council of Ministers has the power to adopt and amend legislative 

proposals and to decide on the EU budget. Parliament’s preparatory work is 

carried out by its committees, which draw up, amend and adopt legislative 

proposals and own-initiative reports. The committee that is most involved 

in policy in the area of international rail is the Transport and Tourism 

Committee (TRAN) (Europees Parlement, z.d.-b). Members of Parliament 

specialised in rail transport issues have set up an association called Rail 

Forum Europe (RFE) (www.rail-forum.eu).

Permanent Representation

The Permanent Representation of the Kingdom of the Netherlands to the 

European Union (NL PermRep) represents Dutch interests within the EU. 

The PermRep team consists of representatives from almost all government 

departments and other public authorities in a single organisation housed 

in one building in Brussels. NL PermRep negotiates and lobbies on behalf 

of the Netherlands. Various representatives have policy interests related 

to international rail transport. One attaché is responsible for rail transport, 

another is responsible for topics related to the Connecting Europe Facility 

(CEF), a third attaché focuses specifically on the Trans-European Transport 

Network (TEN-T) and yet another is responsible for the coordination of 

topics in the TTE Council (www.permanentevertegenwoordigingen.nl).

http://www.rail-forum.eu/
https://www.permanentevertegenwoordigingen.nl/
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6.2	 EU agencies and other bodies

European Union Agency for Railways (ERA)

The ERA operates independently of the EU institutions, such as the Council 

of Ministers, the European Parliament and the European Commission. 

Its task is to promote a harmonised approach to railway safety, to 

devise a technical and legal framework for removing transport barriers 

and to improve accessibility and use of railway system information. 

In addition, the ERA is responsible for introducing the ERTMS and in 

that capacity is responsible under the Fourth Railway Package for rail 

vehicle and safety certification across Europe. The Management Board 

of the ERA is composed of one representative of each Member State 

and two representatives of the European Commission. There are also six 

representatives without a right to vote who represent a large number of 

stakeholders (railway undertakings, infrastructure managers, the railway 

industry, labour organisations, passengers and freight customers). (www.

era.europa.eu).

Shift2Rail

Shift2Rail is a public-private partnership to stimulate research and 

innovation in rail transport. The European Commission and participating 

parties hope this initiative will help to bring about an integrated European 

rail network and encourage rail transport in general. (www.shift2rail.org)

6.3	 European industry associations

Representative bodies

The European Union Agency for Railways (ERA) discussed above works 

with an approved list of representative bodies’ (www.era.europa.eu).

The two biggest organisations involved in international rail passenger 

transport are described briefly below.

•	 The Community of European Railway and Infrastructure Companies 

(CER) is an important European rail industry association. It represents 

around 70 members and partners, consisting of railway undertakings, 

infrastructure managers and lease companies. Together they represent 

71% of the length of the European rail network and 92% of rail passenger 

operations in Europe. The CER represents the interests of its members by 

influencing the EU policymaking process (www.cer.be).

•	 The European Rail Infrastructure Managers (EIM) association was 

established in 2002 following the liberalisation of the European railway 

market. The members manage 53% of the total length of the EU’s 

railway lines and represent 58% of passenger services. They represent 

the interests of rail infrastructure managers through participation (for 

example in working groups) in the EU policymaking process (www.

eimrail.org).

Non-representative bodies

There are also numerous organisations in Brussels active in international 

rail transport that do not have a representative function. The ERA works 

https://www.era.europa.eu/
https://www.era.europa.eu/
https://shift2rail.org/
https://www.era.europa.eu/
http://www.cer.be/
https://eimrail.org/
https://eimrail.org/
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closely with some of these non-representative bodies, such as the European 

Standardisation Organisations (ESO), the Organisation for Co-operation 

between Railways (OSJD) and the Intergovernmental Organisation for 

International Carriage by Rail (OTIF) (www.era.europa.eu). A few of the 

relevant parties are briefly described below.

•	 RailNetEurope (RNE) was established in 2004 at the initiative of a 

number of infrastructure managers and capacity allocation bodies. At 

the moment RNE has 35 members from 25 countries and 10 associated 

members (the Rail Freight Corridors; see below). As an umbrella 

organisation, RNE works mainly by participating in standing working 

groups and influencing other institutions with a European orientation. 

The European Commission finances parts of RNE’s activities via TEN-T/

INEA. RNE is also a member of the PRIME platform (see below) (www.

rne.eu).

•	 The Rail Freight Corridors (RFCs) form a group within the RNE structure. 

In 2005 RNE adopted the corridor management approach to promote 

international freight transport by rail on the main routes in Europe.26 The 

RNE has three goals (www.rne.eu):

1.	strengthening the cooperation between infrastructure managers 

on aspects such as allocating train paths, roll-out of interoperable 

systems and the development of infrastructure;

2.	finding a balance between freight and passenger transport on the 

corridors (particularly guaranteeing sufficient capacity for freight 

transport to ensure punctuality objectives for rail transport are met);

26	 Corridor management for freight transport is regulated by EU Regulation No. 913/2010.

3.	promoting intermodal transport by including terminals in the corridor 

management process.

•	 The Platform of Rail Infrastructure Managers in Europe (PRIME) was set 

up by DG MOVE and infrastructure managers from various EU Member 

States in 2013. Its purpose is to improve cooperation between rail infra-

structure managers from countries across Europe, support implemen-

tation of European rail policy and develop performance benchmarking 

for the exchange of best practice (ec.europa.eu). Among its activities 

are overcoming bottlenecks in cross-border operations, implemen-

ting the Single European Railway Area and implementing ERTMS. It is 

an informal forum, but is intended to be the forerunner of the formal 

network of rail infrastructure managers proposed in the Fourth Railway 

Package.

•	 The European Passengers’ Federation (EPF) is active in the area of 

passengers’ rights. It is an association of passenger organisations 

(currently 35). The Belgian passenger organisation TreinTramBus is its 

acting secretariat (www.epf.eu).

https://www.era.europa.eu/
https://rne.eu/
https://rne.eu/
https://rne.eu/
http://www.epf.eu/wp/
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Rue de la Loi / Wetstraat 200 
1049 BRUSSELS 
Belgium 

Date: 1 July 2020 Appendices:  1 
Reference: RLI-2020/1542 
Cc: Frans Timmermans, Executive Vice President of the European Commission 

Karima Delli, Chair of the Committee on Transport and Tourism of the European Parliament 
Michael Clauss, Permanent Representative of the Federal Republic of Germany to the European 
Union 

Subject: Improving International Passenger Rail in Europe 

Dear Commissioner Vălean, 

Sustainable mobility is one of the main objectives of the European Green Deal. Your proposal to 
make 2021 the European Year of Rail emphasises the importance of rail transport in delivering this 
deal. Through the four railway packages, each consisting of a technical and a market pillar, Europe 
aims to revitalise the rail sector by realising a Single European Railway Area. We1 – European 
advisory councils in the field of environment and sustainability – note that the intermodal 
competitiveness of international passenger rail services has nevertheless remained limited. In this 
letter, we stress that Europe can and must do more to improve international passenger transport by 
rail. 

This letter is the outcome of an extensive analysis and consultation with international experts from 
various sections of the international rail sector2, based on the following observations: 

 The importance of efficient international rail transport cannot be underestimated.
 The share of rail in international passenger transport is very limited.
 There are persistent bottlenecks that are not being adequately addressed.

In essence, our recommendations in this letter urge the European Commission to: 
 give a major boost to stimulate European passenger transport by rail, in particular by:
 instituting European corridor authorities for passenger transport by rail;
 improving regulations on travel information, ticketing and passenger rights.

Importance of international rail services 
Air and road traffic volumes in Europe leave no doubt that there is huge demand for transport 
between the European metropolitan areas. International trains, as a safe and environmentally 
friendly mode of transport, should serve a larger share of this demand. Rail is a green and safe 
mode of transport and contributes towards achieving the EU’s environmental goals. International rail 
passenger services play a crucial role in the transition towards a sustainable transport system by 
replacing short-haul flights and medium-distance car journeys on a wide number of origin–

1 The undersigned parties are members of the EEAC, a network that brings together advisory bodies on climate 
change, the environment and sustainable development from 13 European countries and regions. 
2 Such as: ERA, EIM, CER, RailNetEurope, NS International, ÖBB, EPF, Thalys, Eurostar, Railforum, Schiphol 
Group, Flixtrain, Rover, ProRail, Transdev, Omio, Lynxx, Trainline, TU Delft, Erasmus University and UGent. 
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destinations pairs. This significantly reduces the negative impact of transportation on society. 
Moreover, better international train services will enhance the economic competitiveness of urban 
agglomerations and stimulate sustainable tourism. And, in your own words: ‘Setting up a coherent 
and functional network across all Europe is an exercise in political cohesion.’3 Additionally, as a low-
carbon transport mode, international trains contribute towards meeting the Paris climate targets 
(2015) and the objectives of the European Commission’s Green Deal (2019). 
 
The current COVID-19 pandemic is having a dramatic impact on international travel, with travellers 
dissuaded from using public transport because of the fear of crowding. The transport sector will 
need support from national governments and the EU to prevent a further collapse and future 
decline. This support can be used as an incentive for a post-pandemic shift to a more sustainable 
and efficient mobility system by stipulating that government aid be linked to support for the 
Commission’s Green Deal targets, notably Europe's aim to become the world's first climate-neutral 
continent by 2050.4 This implies that now is the time to support a shift from air to rail, specifically 
for short-haul flights. We call upon European governments and EU institutions to utilise the 
framework of a strengthened European Green Deal as the pathway out of the COVID-19 crisis and 
its aftermath. Policy coherence between the Green Deal and other EU Policies is of the essence.5 
 
We are aware of and support the ongoing efforts by the European Commission to facilitate 
international passenger services: the 2011 White Paper Roadmap to a Single European Transport 
Area provides a vision for a competitive and resource efficient transport system. The four 
subsequent railway packages, with a market pillar to ensure open access and a technical pillar on 
harmonisation and the Technical Specifications for Interoperability, and the implementation of 
ERTMS6 have fundamentally changed the way the rail sector works. The development of the core 
TEN-T network by 2030 and a comprehensive network in 2050 are enticing prospects for the future 
of European rail. EU funding instruments such as the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) and Cohesion 
funding for investments in cross-border railway infrastructure are improving connections. The 
Shift2Rail EU innovation programme 2014–2020 stimulates the integration of new and advanced 
technologies into innovative rail product solutions, and the current recasting of the Regulation on 
rail passengers’ rights and obligations focuses on improving the experience of travelling by train for 
international passengers. Nevertheless, Europe can and should do more to improve international rail 
passenger services. 
 
The rail share of international passenger transport is very limited 
Our analysis starts from the interests and needs of the international rail traveller. We are aware of 
the necessity to improve the European rail infrastructure. Nevertheless, the EU already has a 
widespread rail network available to the international traveller: about 200 000 km in the EU,7 of 
which almost 11 000 km are high-speed rail lines. So what is needed to get international travellers 
to choose the train? Travellers need to know what train connections there are, they should be able 
to buy international tickets without much difficulty and have access to frequent and comfortable 
train services, preferably without having to make many transfers. Although European rail passenger 
traffic is mostly domestic, with only 6% (of passenger-kilometres) crossing borders in 2016,8 the 

                                               
3 European Commission (2020). Promoting Sustainable Mobility: Commission proposes 2021 to be the European 
Year of Rail. Press release 4 March 2020. Brussels. 
4 UBS Investment Bank (2020). "By train or by plane?" Traveller’s dilemma after COVID-19, amid climate change 
concerns. Consulted via https://www.ubs.com/global/en/investment-bank/in-focus/2020/by-train-or-by-
plane.html. 
5 European Network of Advisory Councils on Climate Change, the Environment and Sustainable Development 
(EEAC) (2020). Responding to Covid19: Building social, economic and environmental resilience with the 
European Green Deal. The Hague. 
6 European Rail Traffic Management System. 
7 European Commission (2020). Total length of railway lines. Consulted via Eurostat databrowser 
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/ttr00003/default/table?lang=en. 
8 European Commission (2019). Sixth report on monitoring development of the rail market pursuant to Article 
15(4) of Directive 2012/34/EU of the European Parliament and of the Council. Brussels. 
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absolute number of passengers is significant and there is much to be gained from a better use of the 
existing infrastructure, including the further develoment of night train services. 
 
On some cross-border city pairs, such as London–Paris and Amsterdam–London, international rail 
services have improved and connections – albeit still at low frequencies – are now competitive with 
short-haul flights. But for many other destinations, international passenger transport by rail in 
Europe is still underdeveloped and ripe for improvement on many fronts. The four railway packages 
have not yet brought about the development of a well-functioning international market and, despite 
the best efforts of the EU, the share of rail in the transport market has actually fallen.9 The 
international rail traveller still has to contend with poor travel information, complicated booking 
procedures, mediocre comfort levels, unreliable timetables, low frequency services and low speeds 
on many services.10 
 
Persistent bottlenecks 
In our analysis of bottlenecks for the traveller, we looked at the mobility services, the transport 
services, the traffic services and the infrastructure (see Figure).11 

 
At the moment, the international rail network consists primarily of interlinked national systems 
which are optimised to meet domestic needs. The lack of integrated traffic and capacity 
management is detrimental to traffic predictability and an efficient use of this network. We note that 
this pushes the needs of the international traveller to the periphery. Travellers want a single service 
point and a single ticket for their international train journey and are not interested in the changes 

                                               
9 European Environment Agency (2009). Modal split of passenger transport in EU 27, 1990-2030 [Chart]. Last 
modified 2012. Consulted via https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/figures/fig-2-modal-split-of-
passenger-transport-in-eu-27-1990-2030. 
10 See also: European Court of Auditors (2018). A European high-speed rail network: not a reality but an 
ineffective patchwork. Luxembourg. 
11 Council for the Environment and Infrastructure (2018). Better and different mobility: investing in mobility for 
the future. The Hague. 

The mobility system consists of four layers, each 
with its own characteristics and stakeholders: 
 The mobility services consist of a broad 

array of services (often ICT-related) that 
facilitate and support the travellers on their 
journey, such as ticketing, travel information 
and route planners. 

 The transport services are the railway 
operators and their rolling stock. 

 The traffic services consist of the measures 
to regulate use of the network and safety 
systems such as ERTMS. 

 The infrastructure layer consists of the 
physical rail infrastructure, including the 
tracks and stations. 
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that have to be made to provide this service. What is needed is good cooperation between parties 
responsible for the mobility, transport and traffic services and for the infrastructure. However, there 
are many bottlenecks – both within and between elements of the mobility system – that prevent an 
adequate response to meeting the needs of the international traveller. We conclude that the lack of 
international cooperation persists because public authorities, rail carriers and infrastructure 
managers are primarily held to account for their performance in providing domestic services and to 
a lesser degree for international services. What is needed is a European mindset for rail passenger 
services, based on a supportive regulatory framework, and the right incentives to operators for 
offering cross-border passenger rail services. 
 
Moreover, we observe that all parties concerned are strongly focused on technical and infrastructure 
bottlenecks, the bottom two layers of the mobility system. To a degree, the implementation of 
European policy is no exception to this, given the focus on infrastructure in the CEF, for example, 
and the technological focus of the Shift2Rail initiative. Judging by the many identified bottlenecks 
resulting from technical and infrastructural issues, improvements in these areas will certainly be 
part of the solution. However, the attention being given to these aspects appears to be inhibiting 
improvements to the top two layers of the mobility system which will benefit international travellers 
in the short term. Moreover, changing the infrastructure is a very costly business and the decision-
making involved is time-consuming. We do not underestimate the importance of these investments, 
but point out that important improvements can also be made elsewhere in the mobility system 
which could already have an effect in the short term. The availability of better travel information and 
a simple ticketing process will lead to an increase in the number of international rail passengers. 
This increased demand will in turn stimulate the development of new international rail services, 
leading to an increasing need for a better capacity management. This growth will also highlight the 
capacity bottlenecks in the infrastructure for international services and the obvious need to resolve 
these problems will then figure more prominently in the priorities of decision-makers. 
 
 

Recommendations to the European Commission 
 
In the light of the European ambitions for international rail transport (Fourth Railway Package), the 
Paris climate agreement and the European Green Deal, we stress the need for a major boost to 
stimulate international passenger rail, consisting of two specific recommendations, one on the need 
for better corridor coordination and the second on travel information, ticketing and passengers’ 
rights. These recommendations are also relevant for the many national, supranational and industry 
parties involved in international passenger transport by rail. 

1. A major boost to stimulate European passenger transport by rail 

We believe the European Commission and EU Member States should give a major boost to the 
further development of a European rail transport network for international travellers, putting the 
preferences and needs of the international rail passenger first. It is important to note that when 
travellers decide which mode of transport to use, they do not just look at price and speed, but also 
consider service, comfort, availability of direct services and the uncertainties surrounding changing 
trains en route. 
 
So far the European approach has leaned heavily on stimulating market mechanisms and 
harmonising regulations, information and technology, and technical standardisation. There is still 
room for improvement because major bottlenecks remain that are caused by poor coordination 
between countries and between rail parties. The major boost that is needed implies an increase in 
political attention, speeding up policy effort from DG-Move and stimulating the international working 
groups and actors concerned with international passenger rail. The European Commission must 
therefore give priority to further improvement of international passenger transport by rail. Better 
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coordination across the European rail network can bring about a huge improvement, but the 
network itself must also be made better connected and faster. As set out below, much can be 
achieved in the short term by improving corridor coordination in terms of traffic management and 
capacity management, by providing adequate travel information and simple ticketing, and by 
improving passenger rights. 

2. European corridor authority for passenger transport by rail 

We see the need for a better institutional framework, in particular good international coordination on 
the main rail links between the major urban agglomerations in Europe. We are in favour of an EU 
regulation establishing a European ‘rail traffic control and capacity management’ governance 
structure for the rail network as better network coordination is essential for improving rail 
connectivity between the European agglomerations. This pan-European initiative could start with 
international coordination along the separate core corridors for passenger transport within Europe: 
Rail Passenger Corridors.  
 
Establish corridor authorities 
We recommend that the European Commission ensures that agreements are made on improving 
international rail services in the most important core corridors between the major urban 
agglomerations taking national interests into account. The focus should be on cross-border city pairs 
that now lean heavily on short-haul flights but can be connected within three or four hours by 
international rail. Parties to these agreements should be the relevant public authorities (EU, national 
government, regions and cities), the infrastructure managers in the Member States and the railway 
undertakings). This will allow concrete decisions to be made and create institutional space for 
considering the interests of the international traveller. 
 
The EU already has regulations on TEN-T and rail freight corridors (RFCs). These regulations are 
primarely directed towards rail freight traffic. There is no regulation for passenger corridors similar 
to the RFCs. For dedicated tracks this needs to be adressed with a regulation for passenger 
corridors. For tracks with mixed use the existing imbalance (coordination of freight only and not 
passenger transport) needs to be corrected. A suitable regulation is needed to transform the RFCs 
into an integrated coordination body. The governance of both types of corridors (dedicated and 
mixed) should consist of two tiers: a board of directors consisting of representatives from the 
Member States and the EU, and a management board consisting of infrastructure managers and 
allocation bodies. 
 
Corridor coordination is aimed at two elements of the rail system: traffic control and capacity 
management: 
 

1. European rail traffic control 
We see a need for supervision and monitoring of international rail traffic. In order to realise this, 
infrastructure managers and allocation bodies need a structured and standardised way of 
coordinating traffic across borders. A European traffic control system must instruct national traffic 
management centres to work together in a defined standard approach for a smooth transfer of 
international trains from one part of the network to the other. Traffic control procedures are needed 
for a smooth handling of adjustments or disruptions to the timetable. 
 

2. Capacity management  
As stated, we see a pressing need for better coordination between countries, regions and cities 
along corridors. Not just between public authorities, but especially between carriers, infrastructure 
managers and other rail parties. A corridor authority coordinates consultation and planning between 
all the parties to ensure, among other things, better connections between train paths and services. 
The corridor authority, as the transport authority within a corridor, must have the ability to make it 
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clear to all stakeholders what level of service is required – in concrete terms, the rolling stock to be 
deployed, the frequency of services and the desired operating speed – and to ensure that 
international connectivity is guaranteed during disruptions to the network. As a market instrument, 
the corridor authority must be able to stimulate high level and competitive services to clients and 
users of the tracks, for instance by putting cross-border public service obligations (PSOs) out to 
tender. As a policy and governance instrument, the corridor authority should be able to harmonise 
national practices across a broad range of topics, but also tackle the various obstacles to 
international freight and/or passenger transport by rail, such as cross-border difficulties and 
problems with interoperability. The corridor authority must be able to hold the parties concerned to 
account. We therefore recommend that the EU is represented on the board of directors of the 
corridors. In the event of conflicts between countries, infrastructure managers and/or carriers, the 
European delegate must be able to break the deadlock. We feel that this arrangement will ensure 
that the interests of international passengers are given full consideration in the decision-making 
process. 
 
Long-term objective 
Based on the lessons learned from corridor coordination beween city pairs (for passengers) and 
harbours (for freight), pan-European rail traffic and capacity management should be allocated to a 
European agency. In synergy with the existing tasks of the European Union Agency for Railways 
(ERA), the responsibility for pan-European rail traffic and capacity management for the international 
network should therefore be allocated to this agency, which implies an extension to the mandate of 
the ERA. The ERA must be able to conclude new supranational PSOs for important services, with key 
performance indicators geared to the efficient use of the available capacity. The European rail traffic 
and capacity manager will also seek to increase the operating speed of the services by resolving 
technical problems and removing bottlenecks in the infrastructure. For particularly difficult 
bottlenecks, appropriate EU financing will be needed, for example from the CEF fund, under the 
condition that this demonstrably leads to faster train services on international routes. This should 
also include the implementation and management of a harmonised EU model for track access 
charging, including collecting and disbursing funds for an improved EU-wide railway infrastructure.  
 
Criteria for corridor quality 
In its regulation, the European Commission should set down criteria for defining passenger 
corridors, such as: 

 international connectivity: services between major urban agglomerations (e.g. > 500 000 
residents; 

 easy to reach: stations near the city centre; 
 transport value: a minimum service level to be maintained on each section of the corridor, 

based on the potential ridership for both daytime connections and night trains; 
 substitution potential of road and air: possibilities for opening stations at international 

airports; 
 network function: connections at different system levels, national and regional. 

 
Criteria should also be set for service level per corridor: 

 average speed: rapid international services; 
 frequency: number of services per day or per hour that must be offered on each section of 

the corridor;12 
 comfort and facilities: for instance, the quality of the rolling stock on the corridor. 

                                               
12 In concrete terms, this involves setting a minimum level of service for international journeys, such as the 
number of changes and time spent waiting for connections. It also includes providing sufficient day return 
services with departure and arrival times that suit international travellers rather than domestic users. This would 
connect the existing European networks in a convenient way for passengers. Day return services are needed for 
international business travellers who want to arrive in the morning in time for a meeting and be back home 
again in the evening. 
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3. EU Regulations on travel information, ticketing and passenger rights 

As stated, the quality of international travel information and ticketing is below par. There is urgent 
need for a better EU regulation on travel information and ticketing. The ongoing revision of the EU 
Regulation on rail passengers’ rights and obligations presents an opportunity to improve the rights 
of international rail passengers. 
 
Ticketing: make it easier to find and book international train journeys 
International rail passengers want an easy-to-use booking process, which shows all the carriers 
(incumbents and non-incumbents) that operate services on a route in a single, clear and 
comprehensive format. Because passengers do not travel from station to station, but from door to 
door, they want integrated travel advice and ticketing. The development of Mobility as a Service 
(MaaS) will help to fill this gap in the future. Various apps are already under development that will 
provide integrated travel information and ticketing services. However, and notwithstanding existing 
EU regulations,13 app developers still face the problem of inadequate access to travel information, 
passenger data and ticket sales because carriers are not making these available. Carriers must 
therefore make these data publicly available as soon as possible. A new EU regulation should be 
considered that makes the provision of travel and passenger information a requirement and 
standard condition for carriers to obtain access to the rail infrastructure. Examples of easy to realise 
improvements to the quality of the service are advanced route planning, real-time traffic 
information, mobile applications and related push notifications. 
 
Ticket availability: tickets must be available to buy at least nine months before the date of travel 
Train tickets are usually only available three months in advance. This does not match the booking 
behaviour of many international travellers. The EU regulation should require international train 
tickets to be available for purchase earlier than the current three months in advance. We consider a 
period of nine months to be feasible. 
 
Booking: agreements on international ticketing 
There are at this time big differences between the booking systems of national carriers, which is a 
hindrance to making agreements on international ticketing. The European Commission should make 
provisions, in a regulation, to ensure that tickets can be booked across these systems in a way that 
is convenient for the traveller. Service providers and ticket agents will then be able to sell through 
tickets that are valid from the point of departure to the final destination. The regulation must also 
contain a provision that when tendering and awarding PSOs, countries must oblige carriers to share 
data and permit third parties to sell tickets. The many years of negotiations between carriers with 
only limited results on this point suggests that a uniform commission percentage fixed by the 
European Commission is now essential. 
 
Passengers’ rights: improve the rights of passengers, such as compensation and inclusion in the EU 
Regulation on rail passengers’ rights and obligations 
Like airlines, rail carriers should make mutual agreements on taking over each other’s passengers in 
the event of delays or cancellations (through ticketing). The European Commission should aim at 
making binding agreements on this in the recast Regulation on rail passengers’ rights and 
obligations, which is currently under revision. Public authorities should also be obliged to make 
agreements on through ticketing when awarding PSOs. It is not up to the passengers, but the 
carriers to work out how to deal with the costs incurred as a result of missed connections. This can 
                                               
13 One of these is the EU Regulation 454/2011 on the technical specification for interoperability relating to the 
subsystem ‘telematics applications for passenger services’ of the transEuropean rail system (TAP TSI). The aim is 
to establish procedures and interfaces between all types of actors to provide information and issue tickets to 
passengers via widely available technologies. Another relevant regulation is Commission Delegated Regulation 
2017/1926 on multimodal travel information systems that aims to gather (static and dynamic) travel information 
and booking data in central national data hubs in order to facilitate access to these data. This regulation contains 
an obligation to provide static data and leaves the decision on dynamic data to the Member States. 
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be addressed in the current revision of the regulation by including a provision that compensation for 
delays or cancellation of trains applies not just to the part of the journey that is subject to delay, but 
to the entire journey by train. This will encourage carriers to be more aware of each other's interests 
in the event of delays or cancellations (and thus also the interests of the passengers). Guaranteeing 
passengers’ rights reduces the need for through services, which may obviate the need for 
investments in other layers of the mobility system. 
 
In conclusion 
The undersigned place considerable value on your efforts on this topic. We think that improving 
international passenger transport by rail will make a considerable contribution towards European 
objectives. If you so wish, we will gladly discuss with you the points set out above in more detail. 
 
Yours sincerely, 

Council for the Environment and Infrastructure, Netherlands 
 

 
Jan Jaap de Graeff (Chair) 

 
Federal Council for Sustainable Development, Belgium 

 
 François-Xavier de Donnea (Chair) 

 
Conseil Supérieur pour un Développement Durable, Luxembourg 
 
 
 
 

 
 Romain Poulles (Chair) 

 
German Advisory Council on the Environment 

 

 

 

Prof. Claudia Hornberg (Chair) 
 
German Council for Sustainable Development 

 
 Dr Marc-Oliver Pahl (Secretary General) 
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