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Accelerating the Creation of a Seamless and Competitive European 
Railway Network
Emanuele Mastrodonato*

Where are we with the creation of a single European railway network? The ongoing railway regulations’ revision should help to strengthen the 
coordination at the European level. The railway industry has to improve cross-border services and be ready to prioritise the needed investments 
(TEN-T high-speed network).

Railway as a fragmented system

The fragmentation in the railway sector can 
lead to lower efficiency of the railway as a system, 

especially in its competition with other modes of trans-
port. Transport is a cornerstone of European integration, 
as interconnected networks and sustainable transport are 
necessary conditions for the completion and correct func-
tioning of the European Single Market. However, opting 
for a clear separation of the railway infrastructure manager 
from the operator of the transport services has brought to 
a plurality of companies for transport services. This process 
has been developed with significant differences on the cho-
sen competition model between countries, in most of the 
cases this has resulted in a national fragmentation that is 
particularly acute in the railway sector.

In the last decade, each country of the European Union 
has had to implement some reforms to adapt their rail-
way system to the new EU regulations that have come into 
force gradually and have started the liberalisation process-
es. However, in some countries, much more demanding 
reforms than those required by European directives, have 
been carried out in advance and have led to a radical re-
structuring of the rail transport industry. In some cases, we 
saw a competition on the market for goods and passengers, 
but with some limits as regards the tenders to obtain the 
right to serve, exclusively, certain lines for a certain num-
ber of years (services that require public subsidies); in some 
other cases, the reform entrusted passenger transport fully.

When the operators can compete on the rail networks, 
with a level playing field, new entrants emerge; subse-
quently, we see a market fragmentation; and the railway 
sector, as a system, results fragmented as well. 

In the railway sector, the national vertical separation ex-
acerbates the fragmentation and the consequence is that 
switching from a national system into a European network 
is a big step. Legislative changes are contributing to break 
the national monopolies and big national groups see their 

market share falling down in some cases; on the other 
hand, this encourages them to invest in innovation, and 
efficiency; and this allows reaching the expected objectives 
of the unbundling in the railway sector: passengers and 
freight forwarders can use more efficient services at a low-
er cost, with an increased overall rail market.

Observing the results of the implementation of the rail-
way legislation in recent years (demand, modal share, 
competition, access charges, etc.) we reckon that the co-
operation among the stakeholders has been improved; and 
now the railway sector is improving in presenting itself 
as a unique system competing against the other modes 
of transport, thanks to better operational conditions and 
using more intermodality.

European transport policies are under revision, and this 
is an opportunity to accelerate the creation of a truly Eu-
ropean railway network system, with efficient cross-bor-
der services, minimising technical barriers, and promot-
ing a seamless and safe transport. Times are, therefore, 
mature to merge the concepts of the Core Network Cor-
ridors (CNCs) and the Rail Freight Corridors (RFCs) 
into a new idea of European transport corridors, meaning 
joining efforts to individuate priorities and offer options 
with a European view of railway (and multimodal) trans-
port investments and fostering operational cross-border 
improvements, in a way that one element can support the 
other.

Concrete measures to double freight volumes transport-
ed on rail by 2030 are now urgent; the needed capacity has 
to be offered within a fair access charges scheme, and its 
allocation should be optimised by introducing adequate 
functions and tools that could work at the European net-
work level. The traffic should now be coordinated in a 
more integrated manner across countries, and the national 
rules cleaning-up process, as well as cross-border opera-
tion harmonisation, can take a step further to pave the 
way to the future opening of big railway infrastructures, 
now under construction.
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What’s in front of us today: a network of European 
corridors and interoperability issues

The result of the railway reforms in terms of demand 
growth, modal share, competition, employment and fare 
levels, can now be analysed after their implementation in 
the recent years. This is undoubtedly the right moment, 
as the shift to rail has become a big challenge, to reach the 
Green Deal objectives.

Looking at the established legislative framework, we see 
that the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) 
policy (Reg. 1315/2013) addresses the implementation 
and development of a Europe-wide network of railway 
lines and multimodal transport including railroad termi-
nals, with the objective of closing gaps, removing bot-
tlenecks and technical barriers, while strengthening so-
cial, economic and territorial cohesion in the EU. The 
4th Railway Package ‘technical pillar’, including (Reg. 
2016/796, Reg. 2016/797 on railway interoperability, 
Reg. 2016/798 on railway safety), has been designed to 
boost the competitiveness of the railway sector by sig-
nificantly reducing costs and administrative burden for 
railway undertakings wishing to operate across Europe. 
The EU rail freight (RF) policy, based on the Regulation 
913/2010, has set out the rules for the organisation of 
the EU RFCs, aiming at creating international RFCs for 
competitive freight (e.g. via the coordination of traffic 
management) across the EU.

In the last few years, we have observed that the number 
and length of RFCshave raised, and a growing number of 
high-speed cross-border services are going to connect the 
European continent’s networks. Thanks to the European 
corridors provisions, the European market trends have 
been studied to better meet the market needs. The coop-
eration among the railway Infrastructure Managers (IMs) 
has been reinforced on several matters, improving oper-
ational conditions and intermodality. The use of a “One 
Stop Shop” for the capacity management in each Europe-
an Corridor has provided with access to the infrastructure 
in a transparent and non-discriminatory manner, showing 
great achievements in some European macro-regions even 
though with modest results, in average, at the European 
level, due to the lack of favourable conditions. 

The revision of the legislation on rail freight compet-
itiveness and TEN-T network

The TEN-T and Rail Freight Regulations revision will 
reinforce eliminating technical barriers, promoting seam-

less, safe and efficient cross-border mobility, and repre-
sents also an opportunity to take a step further from a cor-
ridor approach to a European RFCs’ network approach. 
The Commission published a report on the implemen-
tation of the Regulation, where explains that, although 
improved cooperation for infrastructure management is 
recognised, RFC services could be more adapted to the 
needs of the customers; the area of improvement ad-
dressed, in particular, capacity issues, planning and op-
erational issues.  

The Rail Freight Regulation has certainly contributed to 
a better cooperation between the players in the logistics 
chain of rail freight transport, but it has contributed to a 
much lesser extent to the increase of the competitiveness 
of rail transport (compared to road transport). Converse-
ly, with the COVID-19 pandemic, the performance of 
rail freight transport has greatly improved following the 
reduction in passenger rail services and this has shown 
that the key factor in increasing rail freight is represented 
by greater availability of good quality routes (capacity). 
A more recent assessment of the European Commission 
has also highlighted that the incomplete implementation 
of the Regulation and the prevalent adoption of national 
procedures have jeopardised the achievement of the mod-
al shift objectives and the increase in transport perfor-
mance (reliability, punctuality and speed).

The European Commission has also launched the 
TEN-T evaluation process (included in the European 
Green Deal), and this has reconfirmed the key role of 
the TEN-T network for transport decarbonisation. In 
its work programme the Commission announced an in-
itiative that will include the revision of the Regulation 
913/2010 and actions to boost passenger rail. The policy 
objective on “Sustainable and smart mobility” addresses 
among others: the revision of the Directive on Intelligent 
Transport Systems, including a multimodal ticketing 
initiative; the revision of the Regulation on the TEN-T 
(Trans European Transport); an EU 2021 Rail Corridor 
initiative, including the revision of the Rail Freight Cor-
ridor Regulation and actions to boost passenger rail.

The adoption of the same standards, rights and regu-
lations across the EU can benefit travellers and freight 
forwarders. So far, we’ve observed a stepwise approach, 
and a common policy made up of small concrete steps, 
but some encouraging results seem to be not enough to 
create a positive “snowball” effect and accelerate reach-
ing a more efficient and competitive international rail 
freight transport. The success of the European policies 
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will depend, therefore, on how all the pieces of legislation 
(including the more recent 4th Railway Package, techni-
cal and market pillar) are implemented by the Member 
States.

Ideas for the future: priorities and options

To make the railway system more efficient and to boost 
the modal shift now, it is urgent to individuate priorities 
and offer options to strengthen the coordination of func-
tions at the European/corridor level, prioritising specific 
investments on TEN-T network (high-speed networks), 
and adapting the rules for an adequate infrastructure 
charges scheme. In the view of improving the compet-
itiveness, the need for a network approach is becoming 
prominent among some operators, and this own to some 
international freight transport functions being developed, 
natively, across not only several countries but also sever-
al European corridors. This aspect can lead the sector to 
reinforce the concept of European corridors recognising 
that, what has been done at the European macro-regions 
level is bringing concrete achievements, and the processes 
and systems established by the stakeholders in those mac-
ro-regions, are now in a more mature stage. 

From the experiences of implementation of liberalisa-
tion measures in other network industries, we can learn 
that the coordination of some elements and functions at 
the European network level can help the sector working 
better while opening the market. As new actions need to 
be taken working in parallel from different angles, the 
TEN-T revision will be carried out alongside the revi-
sion of the Alternative Fuel Infrastructure Directive, and 
of the Rail Freight Corridor Regulation, this will enable 
building on the new Transport Strategy of the Commis-
sion. 

The optimisation of existing processes, as well as the de-
velopment of new processes and the deployment of IT 
systems and platforms, can enable a network approach 
for: capacity management, traffic coordination, End-to-
End performance monitoring. However, strengthening 
the coordination of some functions at the European or 
corridor level, can only work if the players are willing 
to co-operate on cross-border services and are ready to 
prioritise the needed investments (high-speed networks). 
Digitalisation can facilitate their exercise, ensuring that 
the quality of the data will enable creating the necessary 
interfaces with the existing systems and requirements; 
moreover, the COVID crisis has further showed us the 

urgent need to harness all the possibilities of digital solu-
tions and the revision is also expected to make the TEN-T 
policy ready to the digital transition.

As regards the design of the core network, some adjust-
ments will certainly be needed – for example, the inclusion 
of missing cross-border connections or enhanced connec-
tivity for some peripheral regions. From the governance 
point of view, we can expect that the concepts of the CNC 
Corridors and the ones from the RFCs will be somehow 
merged into a new set of concepts towards European trans-
port corridors. In any case, there is the certainty that to 
make mobility more sustainable, we need to implement 
measures to better manage and coordinate international 
rail traffic, including, if necessary, revised rules for the ca-
pacity allocation and infrastructure charging.

How can the new measures for the European network 
be concretely developed? 

Any possible solution for a dramatic improvement of the 
rail transport in terms of competitiveness and shifting sub-
stantial volumes to rail must be explored now; this could 
mean reinforced actions at thr European macro-area level 
(cross-border), corridor level (TEN-T, RFC), or central-
ised European level. Rail freight has historically a Europe-
an dimension and more than 50% of the railway freight 
transport is international, this means that guaranteeing 
real interoperability between the different networks and of 
coordination of operations, at the borders or in terms of 
rail capacity and traffic management is essential. 

Rail needs to be able to offer the capacity needed for the 
anticipated modal shift from road and air and an effective 
and fair cost system for the track access. Reducing track ac-
cess charges for rail freight could be one measure, but this 
should be subject to an extension of the existing European 
legal framework allowing Member States to waive and re-
duce track access charges, and the framework conditions 
are very different across countries. A relevant number of 
stakeholders stress that these measures are a good way to 
support the rail freight industry in a fair, transparent and 
non-discriminatory manner. However, there is a need to 
pay attention that direct support to the incumbent com-
panies does not bring any cross-subsidisation.

As regards capacity, one measure to explore is a unique 
entity that could allocate tracks to operators (similarly to 
what EUROCONTROL does in civil aviation). Cross-bor-
der path allocation should in any case be facilitated to find 
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alternative routes in case of need, as this would increase 
efficiency and decrease costs. Even the cleaning-up of na-
tional rules should be continued being addressed, together 
with the further development of the RFCs and the plat-
forms governing the European macro-regions preparation 
of mega-infrastructures future opening. 

According to some opinions, the governance of a new 
European body (with Member States, EU representatives, 
IMs, capacity allocation bodies, agencies) could improve a 
rail traffic supervision and monitoring at the European lev-
el, and it is, in any case, not in question that Infrastructure 
Managers and capacity allocation bodies need a structured 
and standardised way of coordinating traffic across borders. 
A unique European traffic control will be a viable solution, 
only if the development of specific technology and opera-
tion processes, governing safety aspects, will allow a holis-
tic and seamless approach. This development could enable 
overcoming those barriers that have made some functions 
with exclusive coverage of the national level, so far.

Besides technological and operational progress, another 
hurdle to overcome is the criticisms coming from some 
parties. For various reasons, the need of strengthened co-
ordination at corridor/European level in the railway sector 
is not seen as a priority, nor, even, the need to reinforce 
the harmonisation of processes and technological systems 
at the borders. This element could make more difficult in-
vestigating other possible solutions to improve the coordi-
nation of traffic management centres, like – for example, 
a virtual layer, for each European corridor, that could sup-
port the national decision-makers dispatching trains from 
one part of the network to the other. 

In any case, the coordination and the planning among 
the parties, towards better connections between train paths 
and services, should be developed on a basis of sound tech-
nological system/framework and harmonised processes 
(operational processes and rules) across countries. The Eu-
ropean transport system must continue exploring any pos-
sible solution at a fast pace, transforming itself to become 
more competitive and fully digital, greener, and resilient to 
any possible future emergency.

-
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