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1. Transport, rail and cross-border mobility

1.1 Situation in Europe

The transport sector accounts for 27% of total greenhouse gas emissions in Europe. While
emissions have begun to decline in sectors such as agriculture and energy, it is not the case of
the transport sector. Indeed, the European Climate Pact states that in order to achieve climate
neutrality by 2050, emissions from transport must be reduced by 90%.

In the transport sector, rail plays a key role as a means of mobility with low climate impact.
According to the European Environment Agency, only 2% of total transport emissions are
associated with rail mobility, while 7% are associated with road, 14% with shipping and 13% with
aviation. However, the modal share of rail remains stable and people are increasingly using air
travel rather than rail. According to the European Environment Agency, in 2018 the
passenger-km trip ratio for air travel reached 569 billion in the EU compared to a total of 407
billion passenger-km for rail (Figure 1).

Figure 1. Evolution of passenger-km trip ratio for air and rail transport in Europe (1995-2000)

Source: European Environment Agency, according to European Commission's data

Despite European climate targets, there has been a 65% decline in nighttime cross-border rail
services while only a 1% increase in total cross-border services over the last 20 years (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Key figures of the European rail sector.

Source: European Commission

https://www.eea.europa.eu/data-and-maps/data/data-viewers/greenhouse-gases-viewer
https://ec.europa.eu/clima/eu-action/european-green-deal/european-climate-pact_en
https://www.eea.europa.eu/ims/greenhouse-gas-emissions-from-transport
https://www.eea.europa.eu/publications/transport-and-environment-report-2020


1.2 Context in Spain

The 3,402 km Spanish high-speed rail network is the longest one in Europe, and the second
longest in the world, after China. The European Union has supported the expansion of
high-speed lines in Spain, investing €11.2 billion in them between 2000 and 2017. However, in
cross-border travel, the most polluting modes of transport such as air (illustrated in the figure
below by the purple line); maritime (blue line) and road (red line) have experienced continued
growth in the number of passengers, while rail transport (green line) has suffered significant
declines (Figure 3). According to data from the Observatory for Transport and Logistics, in 2019,
there was in Spain a higher percentage of travelers by air (7.7%) than by rail (6.4%).

Figure 3: Evolution of international passenger transport in Europe (2007-2018)

Source: Observatorio del Transporte

Rail connections between Spain and Portugal or Spain and France do not meet travelers’
needs in terms of services, compared to other more polluting modes of transport such as
aviation or road. In Spain, all night trains have been disrupted, unlike other countries (Austria,
Germany, France, Switzerland) which are going back to an integrated network of night services.
The Madrid-Lisbon journey illustrates this lack of connectivity quite well: traveling from one
capital to the other requires 3 transfers and 3 different tickets, reaching 11 hours of travel time to
cover only 600 km (Figure 4).

Figure 4: Madrid-Lisbon rail journey

Source: Europe on Rail

https://observatoriotransporte.mitma.es/inform/es/2020/la-movilidad/-evolucion-reciente-de-la-movilidad-general/movilidad-exterior-de-personas-y-mercancias
https://observatoriotransporte.mitma.es/inform/es/2020/la-movilidad/-evolucion-reciente-de-la-movilidad-general/movilidad-exterior-de-personas-y-mercancias


1.3 European initiatives for the promotion of cross-border routes

In order to overcome the obstacles identified in its Final report, the European Commission
published in December 2021 an Action Plan to boost long-distance and cross-border passenger
rail. This plan points out a series of 10 political and economic measures presented in Figure 5.

Figure 5. Ten key points of the Action Plan

Source: Own creation

According to the European Mobility Strategy, the objective is to double high-speed traffic by
2030 and to triple it by 2050, while ensuring that all scheduled collective journeys under 500 km
within the EU are carbon neutral by 2030. A series of public and private initiatives have been
launched at the same time to promote high-performance European rail corridors (Figure 6),
such as the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) or Trans Europe Express 2.0 (TEE).

Figure 6. Some initiatives to improve cross-border rail transport

https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news/action-plan-boost-passenger-rail-2021-12-14_en#:~:text=An%20Action%20Plan%20to%20boost,a%20real%20renaissance%20in%20rail.
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/news/action-plan-boost-passenger-rail-2021-12-14_en#:~:text=An%20Action%20Plan%20to%20boost,a%20real%20renaissance%20in%20rail.
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/mobility-strategy_en
https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/infrastructure-and-investment/trans-european-transport-network-ten-t_en
https://www.bmvi.de/SharedDocs/EN/Documents/E/concept-tee-2-0.pdf


2. Dialogue on the challenges and opportunities of rail

In this context, the eco-union association, together with CONAMA and ECODES foundations,
organized a Mobility Eco Forum "Connecting Spain and Europe: The future of passenger trains
in the climate transition" on March 24, 2022. The event brought together key actors and
stakeholders of the Spanish and European rail network, with the aim of discussing and analyzing
the challenges facing cross-border passenger rail.

2.1 Contextualization

The event started with the presentation of the Europe on Rail initiative by Jérémie Fosse,
President of eco-union. Ioannis Virvilis, Head of Press of the European Commission (EC), then
welcomed the attendees and mentioned the objectives of the Action Plan and the Fit-for-55
legislative proposal.
Virvilis also expressed the European Union's support for the sustainable development of rail.
Jorge Ballesteros, Deputy Director General of Railway Planning of the Ministry of Transport,
Mobility and Urban Agenda (MITMA) then followed and gave a general overview of the Spanish
and European railway networks. Ballesteros mentioned the current growing interest in rail
services for passenger transport. He took the example of European initiatives such as the Trans
Europe Express (TEE 2.0) in Germany.

Welcome session: From left to right: Jeremie Fosse (eco-union),
Jorge Ballesteros (MITMA) y Ioannis Virvilis (CE)

2.2 Spain, Europe and rail: from decline to renaissance

Mario Rodríguez Vargas, Director of Just Transition and Global Partnership at ECODES, was in
charge of sharing an overview of the Spanish rail state of play. He highlighted the particular
situation of the Spanish network due to its poor connection with Europe, its isolation in terms of
rail connections and the possible scenario of infrastructure dismantling. However, Mario
Rodríguez not only pointed out the great potential of rail in terms of energy efficiency, but also
its competitive advantages over other means of transport.

https://www.ecounion.eu/
http://www.fundacionconama.org/
https://ecodes.org/
https://www.global-ecoforum.org/mobility-eco-forum-2022/
https://europeonrail.eu/
https://www.consilium.europa.eu/en/policies/eu-plan-for-a-green-transition/
https://www.bmvi.de/SharedDocs/EN/Documents/E/concept-tee-2-0.pdf
https://www.bmvi.de/SharedDocs/EN/Documents/E/concept-tee-2-0.pdf
https://ecodes.org/


He also stressed the need to bring night trains up to date, to create a railway "cluster" to connect
Spain with the rest of EU countries, especially with Portugal and France (Spanish-French
Mediterranean corridor). Figure 7 shows the stagnation of the modal share of rail in
long-distance passenger transport, compared to aviation.

Figure 7: Modal share of peninsular long-distance passenger traffic (traveler/km 2006-18)

Source: Observatorio del Transporte y la logística en España (MITMA)

Valentin Desfontaines, head of sustainable mobility at RAC-France, was in charge of presenting
the state of the French rail network. One of the main highlights of his speech was the lack of
French investment that prevents the proper development of railroads. Investment per citizen
per kilometer is lower than in Italy, Denmark, Germany, Sweden and Switzerland. He also
focused on the possible dismantling of 4,000 km of network in the coming years if
investments in the sector are not important enough (Figure 8).
Then, he mentioned the recent initiatives to ban short flights that could be replaced with train
alternatives that were recently launched in France.
These initiatives were launched in the framework of the "Citizens Convention for Climate", a
citizens’ assembly which discussed reducing France’s carbon emissions by 40% from its 1990
levels in a spirit of social justice. Finally, he mentioned the recent relaunch of two night train
lines and the government's plan to create a domestic network of 10 lines by 2030 (Figure 9).

Figure 8: State of play of the French rail network



Figure 9: Initiatives to improve rail use in France

Pedro Nunes, energy and climate analyst at ZERO (Portugal) presented, online, the current
state of the Portuguese rail network (Figure 10). During his intervention, the speaker pointed out
the low level of passenger-km ratio in Portugal compared to the European average. He also
talked about the dismantling process of the network: in the last 47 years, about 38 km of tracks
are closing annually.
This means that more than 1% of the railway network is dismantled annually and that about 1786
km of tracks have been closed in the last 47 years.

Figure 10. Session 1. Spain, Europe and rail, from decline to renaissance

From left to right: Mario Rodriguez (ecodes), Jeremie Fosse (eco-union), Pedro Nunes (ZERO)

Pedro Nunes then talked about the two major projects to be implemented to develop the
Portuguese network: the first one being the construction plan for the Évora-Elvas rail section,
part of the international high-speed southern corridor, and the second one being the
North-South corridor plan to create the Lisbon-Porto route (one-and-a-half hour journey).
Insights can be found in the Portuguese national investment program Ferrovia 2030.
He then focused on the uncompetitive state of the rail connection between Lisbon and
Madrid. Finally, Pedro Nunes presented ZERO's vision of future rail development: he highlighted
the need to increase investment to encourage the development of night trains, create new rail
lines and keep existing ones in good condition (Figure 11).

https://www.portugal.gov.pt/pt/gc21/comunicacao/documento?i=programa-nacional-de-investimentos-2030


Figure 11: Propositions to improve rail in Portugal

2.3 Rail challenges to accelerate the climate and energy transition

In order to advance technical solutions and implement a cross-cutting and homogeneous
action plan for all countries, the rail sector needs more coordination to promote a competitive
mobility platform.
Speakers of the second panel of the event underlined the fact that we are facing a key and
timely moment to enhance the role of rail in passenger mobility in Europe. However, a greater
role for rail must go hand in hand with greater intersectoral coordination, better adaptation of
European directives at national level, and higher levels of competitiveness.

First, Carlos Juárez, Director of Functional Planning at ADIF, highlighted some functional
challenges. Both in terms of R&D and construction, the Spanish rail sector is very poorly
prepared to optimize the national rail network and connect Spain to the rest of Europe. The lack
of technical and operational capacity is linked to a funding problem.

In the words of Sergio Bárcena, OUIGO’s Director of Operations and Maintenance, rail needs
greater investments. These are currently insufficient as they are only financed by public funds
raised by the Spanish government. Current investment levels do not allow operators to compete
on equal terms with each other or with other modes of transport such as aviation or road. In
many cases, services offered are loss-making (such as night trains in Spain) and may not survive
without public funding. There is a clear position among the speakers regarding the
improvement of green taxation, which would generate more public revenue for rail investment
through environmental taxation.

The third challenge highlighted by the speakers was the lack of coordination between sectors
at all levels to implement a competitive, affordable, climate and energy sustainable rail
platform. The lack of coordination of all modes of transport hinders the possibility of combining
different means of transport available on the peninsula. Intermodality would reduce costs and
transit times, and thus help to improve the competitiveness of the system. However, greater
coordination with other modes of transport is also required.

https://www.adif.es/inicio
https://www.ouigo.com/es/


2.4 What actions are needed in the short term to overcome the
obstacles?

As Alicia Torrego (moderator during the dialogue) pointed out, there is a lack of political
willingness, leadership and cross-sector coordination.
However, she is under the impression that all challenges presented during the conference are
solvable, with effective and adequate measures. Thus, the combination of increased investment,
political will, leadership, cross-sectoral coordination and competitiveness is part of the answer.
Some speakers' interventions regarding this thought are worth mentioning.

First, there are some discrepancies on the emergency of recovering night trains. While Carlos
Juárez (ADIF) and Manel Villalante, RENFE’s General Director of Development and Strategy,
agree on the lack of economic viability of night services, Pau Noy (Fundación Mobilitat
Sostenible) and Mario Rodríguez (ECODES) mention the need to promote this service.
According to the Renfe representative, necessary measures must be taken to fill trains with
passengers. On the contrary, new op erators (OUIGO and IRYO) consider that the solution "is not
only to fill the trains, but also to fill the tracks". On this point, they advocate an improvement in
the quality of trains focused on consumer demands.

It is interesting to emphasize the intervention of Manel Villalante (RENFE), who argued that 21st
century rail must be part of an integrated mobility chain. In this way, rail must be one more
piece of the new mobility ecosystem, offering door-to-door services even though not everything
is on rail. Thus, one of Renfe's objectives is to become an integrated mobility operator,
coordinated with other transport sectors such as micro mobility, or urban and interurban bus.

The need for greater investment in the rail sector and greater competitiveness with respect to
other means of transport such as aviation were also stressed. To achieve these objectives, it is
necessary to rethink railway alliances between countries and explore other financing models
(subsidies, Public Service Obligations, co-payments, etc.).

Finally, the role of high-speed lines was addressed. Taking into consideration other rail network
models, such as the German and Dutch ones, a call was made to adopt a single service model
with different speed modalities according to the territory. In this way, the Spanish rail sector
would become much more competitive and would contribute to homogenizing the European
railroad network. According to Guillermo Castrillo, IRYO’s Business Development Director,
network usage charges could be an instrument to achieve such objectives in the long term.

Figure 12. Session 2. Dialogue about rail sectors’ issues in Spain

From left to right: Alicia Torrego (CONAMA), Manel Villalante (RENFE), Sergio Bárcena (OUIGO), Carlos
Juárez (ADIF), Guillermo Castrillo (IRYO)

https://www.renfe.com/es/es
https://www.fundaciomobilitatsostenible.org/
https://www.fundaciomobilitatsostenible.org/
https://www.ouigo.com/es/
https://iryo.eu/
https://iryo.eu/


3. Conclusions

Operational barriers (including cross-border driving licenses, lack of coordination between
operators, linguistic difficulties, lack of common fare system in Europe and harmonization
between national and European legislation) are the ones that most hinder the development of
connections between Spain and other European countries. All these issues directly affect the
lack of interoperability of the European and Spanish railway system, and the limited capacity to
attract passengers.

Thus, one of the main objectives is to increase the number of passengers and users of rail
services, either by increasing services, trains and frequency; improving their quality or their
attractiveness through more affordable prices. It is also necessary to take advantage of the low
environmental impact of rail, compared to road or air transport, to promote it. An intelligent and
efficient use of rail can contribute to the consolidation of sustainable mobility in Spain and
Europe.

Finally, there is an unequal distribution in rail investments, within and outside the sector. Train
services require large investments yet they have created imbalances between high-speed,
conventional and night lines. For this reason, the lack of economic viability of rail has led to the
closing of many of its services, especially night services. Thus, it is necessary to reformulate
investment in railroads and to focus on green taxation in order to enhance their advantages and
accelerate the Spanish and European climate and energy agendas.

Figure 13. Session 1. Spain, Europe and rail: from decline to renaissance

From left to right: Pedro Nunes (ZERO), Valentin Desfontaines (RAC-France), Pau Noy (Alianza
Ferroviaria)


