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The European Commission announced in its 2020 
Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy (SSMS) 
to present an Action Plan to boost long-distance 
and cross-border rail services (‘Action Plan’) in 
the third quarter of 2021. The NGO coalition ‘Eu-
rope on Rail’, with environmental NGOs from fi ve 
European Union (EU) members states1, welcomes 
this urgently needed initiative and suggests the 
following contents for the strategy: 

  Romania, Poland, Germany, France and Spain 

Objectives of the Action Plan
 Q Create a competitive European rail system that is 

DENSE
direct rail lines 
between major 
European cities, 

and more frequent 
services

INTEGRATED
well-coordinated 

timetables allowing for 
quick change-overs 
at nodes, between 

diff erent long-distance 
trains, or from long-
distance to regional 

trains

FAST
Optimised travel times by 

disentangling slow and 
fast traffi  c, modernising 

conventional infrastructure 
(especially in the Eastern 

member states), and 
creating additional 

capacities

ATTRACTIVE
high service quality 
and comfort, easy 
booking, fair prices, 

comprehensive 
passenger rights, 
accessibility for 

passengers with 
reduced mobility

 Q Double rail passenger numbers by 2030, on regional, conventional, 
night train and high-speed lines
Conventional rail, night trains and a dense regional rail network are all 
equally important for creating attractive passenger rail services across 
Europe. The objective of the Action Plan should thus be to double passen-
ger numbers on regional, conventional, night and high-speed rail by 2030. 
The SSMS sets the aim of doubling high-speed traffi  c by 2030. High speed 
trains are an important element of a strong rail network for Europe but 
are also very energy-intensive (compared to conventional rail). New high-
speed infrastructure is expensive, with long construction periods and 
often exploding costs (seeECA 2018), and thus needs to be very carefully 
evaluated with strict (environmental and socio-economic) cost-benefi t 
analyses. The target as set out in the SSMS should be understood as dou-
bling passenger numbers on high-speed infrastructure existing or com-
pleted by 2030. 

 Q Induce a modal shift from air and road transport to rail 
To reduce transport emissions, any measures to boost rail need to come 
along with concrete policies and targets that support a modal shift away 
from air and road. This will require a combination of push and pull policy 
measures, including adequate energy taxes on fossil fuel used by airlines 
and ICEs vehicles, bans of short-haul fl ights, ambitious climate and ener-
gy regulations and directives (ESR, ETS, etc), as well as the promotion of 
sustainable behaviour of citizens. 
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Measure 2:  
Evaluate investment needs 
for new or improved services 
connecting major European cities, 
and propose funding options 

PROBLEM: On some routes, services can run on 
a commercial basis, especially if the infrastructure 
is in good shape and the route connects major cities. 
But if services run off-peak, in less populated areas, 
on poorer infrastructure, or also when crossing bor-
ders, they need financial support, at least for certain 
stretches, or as start-up support. 

How can the Action Plan address this?

 Q Develop and publish demand forecasts for new lines and improvements 
on existing lines (see Measure 1), and evaluate on which sections public 
funding might be needed to make the service viable for operators 

 Q Establish a seed funding mechanism; 
 Q Bring Member States together to discuss the possibility of international 

PSOs on specific lines 

Measure 1:  
Develop a joint vision of the 
2030 EU rail network, with 
interim targets 

PROBLEM: The rail network in the European Union 
is currently not well coordinated. Many important rail 
services are lacking, especially on cross-border sec-
tions, even where air traffic numbers indicate a high 
market potential. What is currently missing is a joint 
vision of a European rail network (‘Europatakt’) and 
a more coordinated approach to solving obstacles. 

How can the Action Plan address this?

Create a working group of EU transport ministers, rail operators, infrastructure 
managers and civil society actors to: 

 Q Develop an ambitious vision of European rail services in 2030: Which inter-
national lines are needed? What kind of service (high-speed, conventional, 
night)? How frequent? The 

 Q ‘Eurolink’ project, launched by several European infrastructure managers, 
and the TransEurop Express 2.0 concept can serve as a starting point. 

 Q Agree on interim targets: which lines and in which quality (frequency, 
speed etc) should already exist in 2023, 2025, 2027 etc.? 

 Q Analyse potential obstacles to each of the services and propose possible 
solutions 

 Q Regularly monitor progress 



8 9EU COMMISSION ’S AC TION PL AN TO BOOST  
LONGDISTANCE AND CROSS-BORDER R AIL SERVICES

Measure 4:  
Create fair market conditions 
across transport modes 

PROBLEM: There is currently no level playing field 
between the different transport modes. Public sub-
sidies favour road and air transport, and external 
costs are not internalised equally across modes 
(CE Delft 2019). This makes it difficult for rail to com-
pete against air and road traffic, especially on inter-
national routes. 

How can the Action Plan address this?

 Q Adjust EU regulation on track access charges to oblige MS to only charge 
direct cost levels for international trains and night trains 

 Q Review the Energy Taxation Directive to introduce a tax on kerosene 
 Q Review the ETS Directive to apply full auctioning to aviation, and a higher 

EUA price 
 Q Review the VAT Directive to charge VAT on international aviation tickets 
 Q Introduce a comprehensive road toll 
 Q Ban short-haul flights where attractive rail alternatives are already available 

MEASURE 3:  
Establish and/or finance 
a European rolling stock pool

PROBLEM: The lack of adapted rolling stock is cur-
rently one of the major obstacles for international 
rail services. While the EU is working on harmonising 
signalling, electricity, safety systems etc, the com-
prehensive roll-out of an EU signalling system is like-
ly to take another decade or two. In the meantime, 
trains need to be interoperable. Equipping trains 
with different systems raises the purchase costs 
by 30—40%. As trains need to be tailored to spe-
cific country combinations, there is no off the shelf 
product, increasing unit costs. These high upfront 
investment costs make it difficult, especially for new 
entrants, to acquire rolling stock. 

Due to decades of underinvestment, there is no significant second hand market 
for rolling stock. Especially night train carriages are lacking. There is also no 
well-functioning leasing market for passenger trains, as operators increasingly 
use multi-unit trains which need to be tailored to specific routes. 

How can the Action Plan address this?

 Q Launch an industry programme for developing standardised train models, 
at least for conventional and night train wagons and locomotives - but 
potentially also high-speed trains - to bring down unit costs. Such trains 
could be branded with the European Union flag. 

 Q Set up a pool from which all rail operators, without discrimination, can 
rent rolling stock for operating international lines and night train services. 
Financing for such a pool could run via the European Investment Bank. 

 Q Alternatively, establish a funding programme under the European Invest-
ment Bank, which helps rail operators to acquire interoperable rolling 
stock and night train carriages. 

https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0efedf2c-a386-11e9-9d01-01aa75ed71a1
https://op.europa.eu/en/publication-detail/-/publication/0efedf2c-a386-11e9-9d01-01aa75ed71a1
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Measure 6:  
Oblige rail operators to share 
real-time data, ticketing data 
and ticket distribution rights 

PROBLEM: It is currently not possible to buy rail tick-
ets across Europe in one-stop shops. The EU has 
trusted the rail sector to find its own solution but 
that sector has delayed progress for years. Technical 
solutions for integrating information from different 
train providers are available but rail operators do not 
share the necessary data. 

How can the Action Plan address this?

 Q Review EU legislation to make access to static and dynamic data (includ-
ing routes, stops, timetables, prices and the availability and accessibility 
of services) and to ticket distribution rights mandatory. 

 Q Require rail operators to share data via an open Application Programming 
Interface (API), which must be in machine-readable format. Many opera-
tors have so far failed to build interfaces into their own booking systems. 

 Q Allow ticket vendors to assemble their own discount and promotion pack-
ages to compete in an open ticketing market. 

Measure 5:  
Establish a European traffic 
agency (Eurocontrol) for rail 

PROBLEM: International rail has no strong voice in 
the current system because member states and 
incumbent railway operators tend to focus on their 
own national markets. There is also a lack of coor-
dination of infrastructure managers across borders. 
Examples like the Rastatt accident show that there is 
a need for European traffic management in case of 
disruptions. 

How can the Action Plan address this?

 Q Establish a body that is responsible for optimising international rail ca-
pacity planning and traffic management (see ERA 2021), for identifying 
routes with ‘untapped potential’, and for providing demand forecast. The 
European Rail Agency could be tasked with this role. 

 Q Oblige rail operators to transmit to Eurostat passenger numbers and 
number of trains per city pair on a monthly basis (same as airlines) to get 
publicly accessible data. This will allow better demand forecast.

https://www.era.europa.eu/content/report-fostering-railway-sector-through-european-green-deal_en
https://www.era.europa.eu/content/report-fostering-railway-sector-through-european-green-deal_en
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Measure 8: 
Mobilise EU funding into rail 

PROBLEM: There is still too much public funding go-
ing into infrastructures for highly polluting transport 
modes like roads and airports. This is not in line with 
the ‘Do No Signifi cant Harm’ principle. Of the funding 
spent on rail projects, too much is spent on mega 
projects with exploding costs and long delays (Euro-
pean Court of Auditors 2018 and 2020). 

How can the Action Plan address this?

 Q Establish guidelines for ensuring ‘smart transport spending’, to use when 
reviewing Member State’s fi nance plans under the Recovery Fund, Cohe-
sion Funds etc. The criteria should be: 
  No further EU funding for highways or airports in the old Member States 

as from now, and for new Member States a phase out of EU funding for 
highways and airports with a complete stop in 2028. 

  Does the country have modal shift targets? 
  Transformative change: Does the rail infrastructure project come along 

with policy measures to shift transport away from road and air? 
  Prioritise projects that are essential for intra-European rail services likey 

key corridors, key nodes, border-crossings 
  Sound cost-benefi t analysis: could electrifi cation, renewing signalling, 

bypasses etc. 
  have the same ‘system speed’ eff ect as new infrastructure? 

Measure 7: 
Ensure comprehensive 
rail passenger rights 

PROBLEM: The recently reviewed EU rail passenger 
rights regulation does not guarantee that interna-
tional rail passengers arrive at their fi nal destination 
and can hop on the next train in case of missed train 
connections. Rail passengers often need to buy indi-
vidual tickets from diff erent rail operators for a mul-
ti-leg journey—and under current rules passengers 
bear the risk if a connection is missed. Rail operators 
are currently only in exceptional cases obliged to sell 
so-called ‘through tickets’ with comprehensive pas-
senger rights along the entire travel chain. 

How can the Action Plan address this?

 Q Revise rail passenger rights to protect passengers along the entire travel 
chain, even if using diff erent trains from diff erent operators 

 Q Oblige rail operators to agree on ‘hop on the next train’ agreements 
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Measure 9:  
Develop an ambitious modal 
shift scenario for 2030, 2040 
and 2050, with rail as the 
backbone of future mobility 

PROBLEM: Current EU transport scenarios do not suf-
ficiently consider modal shift. There are some stud-
ies that have been conducted by think tanks on the 
shift potential from air to rail but there is hardly any 
data available on the shifting potential from road to 
rail, mostly due to a lack of data. 

How can the Action Plan address this?

 Q Gather data on shifting potential from road to rail 
 Q Develop ambitious modal shift scenarios for 2050 and evaluate the pos-

sible emission reduction impacts.
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