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Strengthening Rail Freight Transport in Europe  
 
CLECAT is the Brussels based organisation representing the interests of freight forwarders, transport 
and customs related services in Europe. Neutral towards transport modes, freight forwarders are 
large users of rail freight services and, hence, important customers of railway undertakings. As 
important clients of rail freight transport, freight forwarders have an interest in improving the general 
conditions of rail freight to ensure that its capacity is better utilized.  
 
Background  
 
Development of international rail freight transport remains weak in the EU despite the modal shift 
efforts in the European Union: the modal share of rail freight in inland freight transport has remained 
stuck below 20% for the past 10 years. Only recently DB’s Competition Report 2016 noted that rail 
had lost significant market share.1  Rail freight continues to be characterised by a challenging market 
environment and heterogeneous national developments, substantial differences between Member 
States, with some experiencing strong growth in rail freight volumes and others experiencing decline. 
International rail freight continues to be hindered by infrastructure and operational bottlenecks, in 
particular relating to border-crossing between Member States.  
 
In relative terms, the share of rail freight has declined at the expense of road freight.  In recent years, 
the growth of road transport has slowed, but remains well above rail freight growth. Trends in logistics 
such as e-commerce and smaller product and delivery batch sizes have led to a loss of competitiveness 
of the rail sector in favour of road transport. The rail freight sector now also stands more in 
competition with inland waterways. Modern transport and logistics, including the rail sector, needs to 
be able to adapt flexibly to demand and offer seamless connections between modes. 
 
CLECAT welcomes the fact that many European ports have developed strong rail hinterland networks. 
For example, the modal share of container hinterland transport by rail is 47% in the port of Hamburg 
(compared to 42% share of road). Also, volumes for rail freight are relatively high in the port of 
Rotterdam, but rail freight stands in clear competition with inland waterways.  
 
Despite modal shift efforts, it is quite clear that it will be impossible to achieve the objective of the 
white paper published in 2011 of shifting 30% of road haulage over distances greater than 300 
kilometres to rail or inland navigation by 2030 at the current pace.  
 
Rail freight remains important for raw materials such as steel and bulk products, but these products 
are becoming less relevant. It remains crucial for rail to find ways to attract other product groups for 
transport.  However, without initiatives to improve the quality it will remain difficult to attract these 
other product groups for transport within the EU.  
 
 
 

                                                           
1 Rail freight's market share was 17.6% in 2016, down from 18% in 2015. 
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Modal shift policies  
 
Whereas there are those who believe that modal shift will happen through road charges, tolls and fuel 
taxes, CLECAT is of the opinion that without significant expansion of the EU rail-infrastructure capacity 
and efforts towards a modernised, competitive and customer-oriented rail freight sector, a shift 
towards rail freight will not happen.  Various studies have pointed to the relative low price-elasticity 
of road freight transport. At the same time, road freight is becoming cleaner and with the expected 
fuel efficiency standards in Europe, as announced by the European Commission, road freight transport 
will be further decarbonised.  There is a slow but steady shift to new technologies and energy carriers, 
and we follow with interest the development of the e-Highways developed by Siemens in cooperation 
with Scania and Volvo.  Rail, meanwhile, claims to be the best way to decarbonise transport but today 
only 60% of freight railway total energy consumption is performed by electric traction, with further 
gains limited by locomotive lifecycles and the need for infrastructure investment. On top of this rail 
freight suffers from the impact of the noise pollution in particular in urban areas. These developments 
will reduce the ‘push’ factors away from road transport, and thus modal shift, unless sufficient 
incentives are in place on the rail side to make it a more attractive option. 
 
Switzerland is often referenced as a success story for modal shift. The country has a clear policy in 
place to shift goods from road to rail, investing heavily in rail infrastructure that is largely funded 
through charging trucks to use road infrastructure. The Swiss introduced a toll in 2001 which  
generates approximately one billion euro every year. The railways increased their volume of freight 
by 25%. There is also a night-time driving ban on trucks in Switzerland and a full ban on trucks being 
driven on Sundays. The example of Switzerland is interesting but in this case the modal shift was forced 
upon the industry largely through banning trucks or introducing very high charges. Such moves would 
be neither feasible nor desirable on a European scale. 
 
Co-modality  
 
CLECAT is of the opinion that the anticipated increases in demand for freight transport, and ambitious 
climate goals and targets, require new solutions from all modes of transport. Each mode of transport 
has its own strengths and should contribute meaningfully to an efficient transport system.  
 
CLECAT supports, in accordance with the goals set out in the European Commission White Paper on 
Transport a higher share of rail freight in the growing demand for freight transport. Therefore the  
interests of freight forwarders as users’ of rail freight services should be considered in political 
discussions. 
 
CLECAT recommends the following actions to strengthen rail freight transport in Europe.  
 

Actions to strengthen rail freight transport:  

1) Improve service quality  
2) Promote competition, by strengthening core competencies  
3) Promote multi-modal transport – strengthening combined transport  
4) Adapt infrastructure to the needs of freight transport  
5) Adapt and increase flexibility of cost structures  
6) Actors of the rail transport system need to co-operate and strengthen their network  
7) Remove operative differentiation of rail freight  
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8) Cut back on bureaucracy  
9) Promote Innovation  
10) Improve Education  

 
1. Improve service quality 

The success of attracting new customers to rail freight is held back due to poor performance of rail 
freight services. CLECAT calls on actors involved in the rail freight transport system to better align their 
service quality with client needs, by improving punctuality, reliability, client communication and 
increasing dynamic innovation. Service quality sits alongside price-competitiveness as an important 
element in the choice of transport mode.  
 
Whereas CLECAT recognises that these delays are often unavoidable, the impact on the supply chain 
should be minimized whenever possible.  There should be sufficient capacity on the network to 
accommodate any unforeseen delays.  Response times should match those of road transport for rail 
to be considered an attractive option. 
 
CLECAT continues to call on the rail freight corridors to provide an adequate, generic and 
comparable set of key performance indicators (KPIs) on the quality of service at regular intervals, 
and in consultation with the stakeholders. The corridors should commit to communicating these 
performance indicators transparently along the corridors to the customers and the public, as they 
are essential for marketing the performance of rail.   
 
2. Promote competition, by strengthening core competencies  

 
The rail infrastructure market in the EU should be further liberalised to allow better access for non-
state-owned operators.  Independent operators still face discrimination in access to rail infrastructure 
and to services.  There are still examples of railway companies that do not comply with European 
legislation creating significant risks of cross-subsidization, discrimination and distortion of 
competition.   
 
Infrastructure managers should, as a business partner of railway undertakings, with responsibility over 
investments, planning, maintenance and operations focus on ensuring the quality of service for its 
users. It remains important for the infrastructure manager to focus on making strategic investments 
that are in the interest of the whole rail network, rather than serving the commercial needs of its own 
railway undertaking. 
 
CLECAT calls for a strengthened competition in the rail freight market, by ensuring non-
discriminatory access to infrastructure for all market participants.  

 
3. Promote multi modal transport – strengthening combined transport  

The revision of the combined transport directive (Council Directive 93/106/EEC) should modernise 
multimodal transport and offer harmonised conditions for increased height and weight of road leg 
transport for multimodal transport.  
 
For multimodal or combined transport to be successful and to be chosen more frequently as a 
reliable and sustainable option by shippers and forwarders, there remains a need for some 

http://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX:01992L0106-20130701
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exemptions on the road leg, including cabotage and increased flexibility on the road-leg distance 
and definition of most suitable terminal.  
 

 

 
4. Adapt infrastructure to the needs of freight transport  

More financial means are necessary to improve infrastructure along the TEN-T network to facilitate 
trains of 740-meters along the core-network. 740mtrains provide economic advantages as they help 
to reduce the unit costs through economies of scale, and reduce the costs of rail freight, thereby 
making rail freight more attractive to users.  
 
It remains equally important to give more priority to freight trains. Regulation 913/210 (on rail freight 
corridors) has been seeking to address this issue but the reality is that due to national pressures, 
priority is being given to passenger trains.  CLECAT supports the Commission’s efforts to work towards 
a more coherent network through the rail freight corridors.  In this respect 2016 was an important 
year with the Rotterdam Declaration of the industry but the Commission is by the end of this year 
expecting progress on its implementation. Therefore, operational priorities of RU’s need to be 
integrated in the action plans of the corridors.  
 
Freight should receive adequate capacity and priority, in line with market needs, and common 
punctuality targets for freight trains must be met. Sufficient capacity should be available for pre-
arranged patch and ad-hoc capacity.  CLECAT therefore supports innovation in the area of capacity 
planning and the development of new concepts for Rail Freight Corridor Capacity offer.  
 
CLECAT is also of the view that more consideration should be given to last-mile infrastructure and 
effective connections with other transport modes. Sufficient funding should be allocated to the 
maintenance and the renewal of the public part of the last-mile infrastructure to ensure that private 
sidings remain linked to the main network. 
 
The completion of the TEN-T network will be beneficial to rail as it may lead to rail achieving a further 
modal share of international freight traffic. This network, along with the integrated Rail Freight 
Corridors, aim to remove cross border bottlenecks so that freight can be more easily transported over 
long distances in Europe. If successful, this will improve the attractiveness (reliability and speed) of 
the service so more users will choose to use this mode.  
 
CLECAT calls for a rapid improvement of national and European rail infrastructure to be adapted to 
the needs of freight transport. The current priority for passenger transport should be reconsidered 
and equal use of infrastructure of selected freight trains should be preferred. To improve the 
economic feasibility of rail transport infrastructure should be adapted to trains of minimum 740-
meters long.  

Important definitions:  

Multimodal transport: any type of transport that includes at least two different transport modes for the 

transport journey. 

Intermodal transport: transport of freight using intermodal equipment (intermodal containers or vehicles) 

using different types of transport modes)  

Combined transport: A form of intermodal transport where the major part of the journey is done rail, inland 

waterways or sea, and the road leg is kept to a minimum.  
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5. Adapt and increase flexibility of cost structures 

Road and rail exhibit significant differences in their charging and asset ownership structure. Simply 
halving the rail access charges would not lead to significant modal shift if it is not accompanied by 
improved performance. The current high and inflexible system of rail access charges is in no way 
promoting the politically envisaged shift towards rail. However, reducing these fees and subsidising 
the sector should be viewed with caution and the actual effects of this should be thoroughly 
investigated. Without significant improvements in performance, lower costs will not lead to the 
anticipated results.   
 
CLECAT does not oppose a differentiated and temporary adjustment of the track access charging 
system to accelerate the competitiveness of rail transport. However, any politically motivated 
financial support should be subject to careful analysis of the actual shift potential of typical road 
transport freight, because otherwise the result might simply be a cannibalisation effect between 
rail and inland waterways instead of shifting transport away from road.   

 
6. Actors of the rail transport system need to co-operate and strengthen their network  

Cooperation between all actors in the rail transport system is important. Freight forwarders are 
particularly well-equipped to combine individual wagon load freight for rail transport. Better linking 
of forwarders to the rail network would be beneficial for both forwarders and rail infrastructure 
companies. 
 
CLECAT supports the increased horizontal and vertical collaboration of all actors in the rail transport 
network to generate synergy effects. Both logistics service providers and rail infrastructure 
companies will benefit from a closer collaboration on an equal footing.  
 
7. Remove operational differentiation of rail freight 

CLECAT is of the opinion that better cooperation of all actors in the rail freight transport chain could 
lead to significant synergies and improve capacity utilisation. 
 
Processes at borders are still subject to many operational issues that are in need of harmonisation due 
to: 

- Different signalling systems 
- Fragmented electrification systems 
- Lack of a standard European track gauge  
- Multiple national technical rules 

 
CLECAT also calls on the Infrastructure Managers to better cooperate to jointly prepare timetables 
and coordinate infrastructure works. The lack of coordination has a negative impact on the quality of 
service offered to end customers. Infrastructure works in a number of European countries over the 
Summer months has had a serious negative impact on the quality service and with this on rail’s 
reputation as a serious alternative to road transport. 
 
CLECAT supports all measures that aim to integrate different rail freight transport (single wagon 
load, unit train service, combined transport) on an operational level.  This will lead to higher capacity 
utilisation of trains, reduce costs and improve the competitive position of the rail system.  
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8. Cut back on bureaucracy  

To make rail transport more attractive, the bureaucratic burdens need to be reduced. A de-
bureaucratization taskforce at national and/or EU level could identify these barriers and contribute to 
their elimination.  
 
The prior notification needed to get goods onto rail make it inflexible. Track access needs to be granted 
for a train over 12 months in advance in most cases.  This does not work well in most markets where 
demand is rarely guaranteed, and the greater number of actors necessary for rail freight make the 
service more complex.   
 
CLECAT encourages screening all national and European regulations on rail transport for 
bureaucratic barriers and to reduce them, provided this does not reduce safety of the transport 
operations.  
 
9. Promote Innovation  

The low innovation capacity of the rail sector and the high costs of innovation add to the advantages 
of the road sector, a comparably highly innovative sector. Digitalisation in the rail sector could lead to 
cost reductions and increased efficiency.  
 
The sharing of data is not yet a common practice in the railway sector. With the increase of automation 
and the development of one-stop shop tools, there is a growing importance for defining data spaces 
and common data format and to work towards a Europe-wide big data exchange. 
 
Investment programmes such as the European Shift2Rail programme are interesting but CLECAT is 
disappointed by the lack of attention for the logistics connection with other modes of transport or 
with logistics in general. R&I activities should go in the right direction, i.e. business driven solutions 
reflecting customers’ needs and reducing costs.  Projects such as the recent CEF ELETA project on 
the implementation of Estimated Time of Arrival are important and long overdue and will be 
beneficial for the logistics sector.   
 
CLECAT pleads for more innovation projects to optimise rail freight as part of logistics solutions, 
especially in digitalisation to present advantages of rail and transport solutions in a simple, 
customer oriented transparent platform. 
 
10. Improve Education  

Better inclusion of rail freight and on its merits in training and education on logistics can help to 
improve its image as an important mode of transport in the EU.  
 
Training requirements for those involved in international rail freight operations are so high in terms 
of the languages that need to be spoken and the technical knowledge, that there is a shortage of 
qualified staff and a need to simplify the requirements.  A train driver needs to speak all languages of 
the countries he is operating in. It should be sufficient for English to become the one and only 
operational language, while guaranteeing high level of safety standards. 
 
CLECAT supports greater consideration of rail freight transport themes as part of education for 
logistics professions.  
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CLECAT remains at the disposal of interested parties for any further information about our views.      
 
Contact details: 
Nicolette van der Jagt 
CLECAT – The European Voice of Freight Forwarders and Logistics 
Rue du Commerce 77 
B 1040 BRUXELLES 
tel + 32 2 503 4705 
nicolettevdjagt@clecat.org 
www.clecat.org 
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