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Europe On Rail
Europe on Rail is a European initiative led by civil society organisations to reduce carbon emissions derived
from international mobility. Through research work and by bringing together actors of the railway sector, the
aim is to foster ambitious policies for a train revival in Europe.

eco-union
eco-union is a non-profit organisation based in Barcelona that aims to promote the climate transition towards
sustainability in Europe and the Mediterranean region. We work with governments, companies and
international institutions to develop and implement policies that accelerate the energy transition, sustainable
mobility, and green and blue economy, among other sustainable development issues.

Réseau Action Climat
The RAC France coalition brings together 36 national and local associations for the fight against climate
change and a fair, integrated and ecological transition. They act at every relevant level, from international to
local.

2

Index

Introduction
1.1 Description and objectives
1.2 Tourism and mobility between France and Spain

State of play of the mobility between France and Spain
2.1 Sustainable tourism and cross-border transportation
2.2 Cross-border services in the Atlantic and Mediterranean corridors

4
4
4

5
5
7

Conclusions

10

Annexe

11

3

1. Introduction
1.1 Description and objectives
With the arrival of summer holidays, we wanted to highlight issues related to French-Spanish tourism,
with a special focus on the environmental challenges of the tourist mobility between France and
Spain, and to allow a dialogue between the main actors of the transport and tourism sectors of both
countries.
The webinar “Promoting a decarbonised mobility for sustainable tourism between France and
Spain”, which took place on 17 June 2022, is part of the Europe on Rail initiative and was organised by
two of its member organisations: eco-union and Réseau Action Climat. The session was held online, in
French and Spanish, with simultaneous interpretation and brought together ten French and Spanish
stakeholders from the sustainable tourism and cross-border mobility sectors.

1.2 Tourism and mobility between France and Spain
France and Spain are the two most-visited countries in the world. In 2019, they respectively
received 90 and 81,1 million visitors. The tourist flows between these two cross-border countries are
also considerable. Although most French tourists travel within the country, Spain is the international
destination of choice for them and received 11,1 million French tourists in 2019. In contrast, France
received 6,8 million Spanish tourists in 2019, making Spain the 6th largest tourist-sending country to
France.1
According to the French Agency for Ecological Transition (ADEME), a French tourist travelling abroad
emits 5 times more emissions per night than a tourist staying in France. These emissions are mostly
related to transport and energy.2 The journeys to and back from the destination represent on average
68% of GES emissions, with 41% connected to air travel.
GES assessment of the tourism sector in France: distribution by share of emissions

Source: ADEME

The transport sector is responsible for 25% of the greenhouse gas emissions of the European Union
and can play a fundamental role in reaching climate neutrality by 2050. The development of sustainable
mobility and a modal shift are necessary to fight climate change. While rail is considered to generate
low amounts of greenhouse gas emissions compared to road and aviation, it is very little used in the
context of cross-border mobility between France and the Iberian Peninsula: rail accounts for only 1% of
the modal share of passengers.3
1
2
3

Spain (atout-france.fr)
Bilan des émissions de gaz à effet de serre du secteur du tourisme en France - La librairie ADEME
Observatorio hispano-francés de tráfico en los Pirineos
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Promoting sustainable mobility and modal shift are necessary in the fight against climate change.
Although rail is considered a low greenhouse gas emitting mode of transport compared to car or plane,
it is very little used in the context of cross-border mobility between France and the Iberian peninsula: rail
accounts for only 1% of the modal split of passengers.

2. State of play of the mobility between France and Spain
The webinar started with a brief introduction by the organising NGOs, eco-union and RAC France,
followed by a contextualisation of the issues to be raised. The session was divided into two round
tables, with five speakers each: the first panel addressed the socio-economical aspects and
environmental challenges of transport and mobility between France and Spain. The second round
table discussed the reactivation of cross-border night and day trains between these two countries.

2.1 Sustainable tourism and cross-border transportation
The first round table began with the intervention of Josep Vicent Boira, Professor at the University of
Valencia and Coordinator of the Mediterranean Corridor in Spain, which “gathers 7 of the 10 regions
with the most overnight stays in Europe, with great potential for the transport of tourists”. He also
pointed out some of the corridor’s infrastructural problems. According to him, France should
accelerate the development of its part of the Corridor, as the work has already advanced well in the
South.
Problems with the infrastructure at the French border

Source: Josep Vicent Boira, coordinator of the Mediterranean Corridor

Josep Vicent Boira stressed that it is essential to develop the Mediterranean Rail Corridor in a way
that allows the decarbonisation of transport, both from an economic and sustainability point of view.
In the end, he emphasised the need to take advantage of the Mediterranean Corridor to offer new
services, including direct long-distance trains Paris-Valencia, Lyon-Alicante or Toulouse-Murcia.
Next, Peio Barrenetxea, Mobility Projects and Sustainable Territory Officer for the
Nouvelle-Aquitaine-Euskadi-Navarra Euroregion, gave us an overview of the France-Spain of the short
and medium-distance connections on the Atlantic side. The predominant mode of transport for
cross-border journeys within the Euroregion is the car: more than 99% of journeys between San
Sebastián and Bayonne are done by car. This is due to an asymmetry in the multimodal transport offer,
and, more specifically, to the lack of rail availability in the urban areas of San Sebastián and Bayonne.
However, Donosti and Hendaye face a slightly different situation: 1 out of 10 journeys are done by train,
thanks to the services offered by the Basque public rail company Euskotren.
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According to Peio Barrenetxea, what is important is to promote a “seamless mobility” that is simple
and accessible, in order to promote cross-border mobility. Developing the interoperability of
non-occasional tickets, offering comfort when travelling, or publicising all the existing mobility options at
the border were some of the key points in his response. In addition, he pointed out that reaching good
cross-border mobility could only be achieved with a good integrated public transport service and a
quality on-demand transport service in rural areas, as well as improved access to information for
passengers.
In his intervention, Xavier Bernard Sans, Secretary General of the Pyrenees-Mediterranean
Euroregion, recalled that this Euroregion counts three mountainous regions and one maritime region.
For this reason, he wished to emphasise the importance of developing land transport, but also
maritime transport, in order to avoid the use of aeroplanes. He highlighted the need for the States to
take the regions into account in discussions and decision-making, because although they have
competency for regional transport, national lines are competency of the State. “Debates are still held
at the national level, with the participation of the regions but leaving them no room for manoeuvre.” He
added that “for the Euroregions, the first and most important thing is the people”.
Xavier Bernard also acknowledged the lack of rail infrastructures. He insisted on the need to work
on the offer of services and fares to “compensate for the lack of efficiency of the lines”, which he
assured “are not adapted to the inhabitants: there are no medium-distance trains, only 4 high-speed
trains a day, which are very expensive”. As a result, he complained, many people choose to go by car.
Following his intervention, Aude Andrup, National Tourism Coordinator for the French Agency for
Ecological Transition (ADEME) detailed the environmental impacts of transportation connected to
tourism. She presented a study4 on greenhouse gases connected to the tourism sector in France.
This sector accounts for 11% of GHG emissions in this country, from which three quarters are
connected to transport, and, in majority, aviation. 74% of arrivals in France are by car, 12% by plane,
and 12% by train.
Greenhouse gas emissions in touristic transport in France

Source: Aude Andrup, ADEME

This 2018 study takes into account emissions derived from the construction and exploitation of the
infrastructure. It includes the whole metropolitan and overseas tourism value chain. Aude Andrup
assured us that, at the moment, this model of touristic development is not viable, meaning it does
4

Bilan des émissions de gaz à effet de serre du secteur du tourisme en France
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not allow us to comply with the Paris Agreement's engagements. There is a real need to transform
the tourism industry and rethink they way we travel.
To end the first round table, we welcomed Charlotte Simoni, Founder of Glob’Ethik, a company that
helps travel agencies and tour operators in the decarbonisation of their activities. Its mission is
based on three goals: decarbonise holiday catalogues, create tours that are low in carbon emissions
and raise awareness of the climate and energy challenges of the tourism sector. She highlighted four
benefits of offering low carbon alternatives for tourism agencies and operators: strategic,
competitive, reputational and social.
Benefits of low carbon trips

Source: Charlotte Simoni, Glob’Ethik

She also emphasised that this change corresponds to a growing demand emanating from the
customers: 51% of French people do not take the plane for leisure and 13% of the 25-34-year-old
population has reduced its number of trips by plane and chosen other less carbon-intensive modes of
transportation. Charlotte Simoni also identified 3 issues that are hindering the resurgence of
cross-border connections between France and Spain: the service, the prices, and the mobility on
site. Finally, she explained that the offer of trips by train was quasi inexistent. Only two historic tour
operators and three new companies offer it. She claimed that it was a shame as the public demand was
growing stronger.

2.2 Cross-border services in the Atlantic and Mediterranean corridors
The second roundtable started with the intervention of Caroline Chabrol, Southern Europe Director of
SNCF, the state-owned French company in charge of operating French rail.
Long-distance trains offered by the SNCF carry 30 million passengers every year in Europe, which
represents 30% of the company's revenue. Caroline Chabrol insisted it was necessary to foster a higher
use of rail: “SNCF’s ambition is to develop a green and popular long-distance mobility that would
enable 200 million passengers to travel in France and Europe by 2030”.
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SNCF’s ambitions for 2030

Source: Caroline Chabrol, SNCF

She also added that the best way to promote a modal shift towards rail was to put in place a joint
action between services and economic models.
According to Inmaculada Gutiérrez, International Director of RENFE in the General Direction for
Development and Strategy, high-speed services contributed to attracting passengers towards the rail.
She emphasised the need for an improvement of the Atlantic and Mediterranean corridors’
infrastructures. She explained that it would otherwise be difficult for SNCF, RENFE, and other
operators to attract passengers in face of the competition with other modes of transportation. She stated
that the Euroregions have a very important role to play when it comes to improving the offer of services.
Their initiatives are followed with interest, particularly those emanating from Nouvelle-Aquitaine, where
the connection between Irún and Hendaye could be improved to reduce the use of individual cars.
In addition, the international director of RENFE stressed the growing difficulty of interoperability and
interconnection between countries, as this limits the capacity to provide quality services and makes
them more expensive. She instanced the rolling stock certification: it is now more complex than before
to obtain safety certificates due to regulatory issues. Thus, she asserted, “rail becomes less competitive
than other modes of transport due to regulatory costs”. Inmaculada Gutiérrez stated that a collective
effort from the authorities is needed at every level to improve rail services, but also from the
operators, for instance by facilitating the purchase of cross-border tickets.
Following this intervention, Ángeles Táuler, Deputy Director of Innovation, Strategy and Training for
the Fundación de los Ferrocarriles Españoles (FFE) commented that the reactivation of
cross-border services between France and Spain requires education, awareness raising and
technology. She explained that, although there have been improvements in innovation (in track
gauges, for example), there are still several challenges to face. The first one is the reactivation of night
trains, as they were abandoned between 2010 and 2018, and Spain opted for the development of
high-speed lines. However, recent surveys have shown that people are in favour of the return of night
trains. The second challenge concerns the infrastructure. Ángeles Táuler explained that “there are
clear bottlenecks that persist and isolate Spain, like in Perpignan”. She also recalled that the “Law of
Sustainable Mobility” proposes very distant deadlines for the Atlantic Corridor. Finally, she
emphasised the importance of harmonising signalling systems and procedures for requesting
capacity between France and Spain, but also within the European Union.
The final part of the webinar focused on night trains with representatives from the “Oui au Train de
Nuit” and “Midnight Trains” organisations. Sylvain Fischer from the French collective Oui au train de
nuit centred his intervention on the advantages of night trains.
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He assured that they could enable passengers to “travel twice as far as high-speed trains, since they
travel between 1000 and 1500 km on average”. Another advantage is being able to travel without
wasting time, leaving at night, sleeping on the train and arriving early the next morning. The Oui au
train de nuit collective also advocates for complementary options, such as combining day and night
trains, to reach the centre of Europe from the Peninsula. Sylvain Fischer shared the 2032 vision
promoted by his organisation with the following image:
Oui au Train de Nuit’s vision for 2032

Source: Sylvain Fischer, Oui au Train de Nuit

Finally, he mentioned the need to prioritise the “slow network”, which corresponds to trains running at
speeds below 230 km/hour, in particular to double freight traffic, increase the number of local and
regional trains to rural areas and long-distance day and night trains.
The final speaker was Nicolas Bargelès, Director of Rail Operations at Midnight Trains, a French
start-up that aims to create a European network of night trains, with France as a starting point, and
expand it across Europe. Its mission is to offer “rolling hotels”, comfortable journeys based on intimacy,
digitalisation, and experience.
Midnight Trains’ mission

Source: Nicolas Bargelès, Midnight Trains
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To “reinvent the experience of travelling on night trains”, Midnight Trains proposes to use new rolling
stock, rather than existing ones. For this reason, their biggest challenge is to convince investors to
collaborate in the project.
In the context of France-Spain mobility, Nicolas Bargelès confirmed that “Spain is important when it
comes to developing night trains because it is the first destination from France by air”. He also
announced that they are planning on offering their services on the Paris-Barcelona line by 2025.
Bargelès also mentioned three difficulties that should be taken into account. The first one is the
maintenance of the lines, which is normally done at night. The goal is to find a way to assure line
maintenance can happen and offer night train services. How can one ensure the maintenance of the
lines and at the same time propose a night train service? The second major difficulty is access to the
network and the saturation of certain lines, such as Montpellier-Perpignan. The third is
interoperability, which, he asserted, remains a challenge.

3. Conclusions
We need solutions to decarbonise mobility that can be implemented in the short to medium term. For
this reason, it is essential and urgent to develop and recover cross-border connections, as indicated in
the European Commission’s Action Plan published at the end of 2021, but also to recover night
trains and maintain conventional lines, beyond high-speed. Moreover, as the transport sector
continues to grow in terms of CO2 emissions, it will be a titanic challenge to meet the greenhouse gas
emission reduction targets set for 2030 and 2050.
From civil society we propose 8 recommendations to promote a competitive, connected and
inclusive European rail system to advance towards the climate transition (included in this policy
brief):
1. Develop a joint Rail vision of the European rail network with an ambitious modal shift
scenario aligned with European climate policies.
2. Support investments for new or upgraded rail services between major European cities and
border regions.
3. Promote and facilitate the development of a European interoperable rolling stock pool.
4. Create fair market conditions in all transport modes, integrating environmental and social
costs.
5. Phase out harmful infrastructure investments and mobilise EU funding into rail.
6. Create a European Rail Traffic Agency to coordinate capacity planning and management.
7. Oblige rail operators to share real-time data, ticketing data and distribution rights.
8. Ensure comprehensive rail passenger rights between transport modes and operators.

10

4. Annexe

AGENDA
1. Presentation of organisers and introduction
Panorama of cross-border connections and passengers’ flows between France and Spain
●
●

eco-union, Helena Fortea, Communication and Sustainable Mobility Projects Officer
RAC France, Valentin Desfontaines, Sustainable Mobility Manager

2. French-Spanish tourism: socio-economic aspects and environmental challenges
in transport and mobility
Debate on sustainable tourism, decarbonisation policies of cross-border tourist mobility
●
●
●
●
●

Researcher and Coordinator of the Mediterranean Corridor in Spain - Josep Vicent
Boira
Nouvelle-Aquitaine-Euskadi-Navarra Euroregion - Peio Barrenetxea, Mobility
Projects and Sustainable Territory Officer
Eurorregión Pirineos-Mediterráneo - Xavier Bernard, Secretary General
Agencia Francesa de Transición Ecológica ADEME - Aude Andrup, National Tourism
Coordinator
Glob’Ethik - Charlotte Simoni, Founder

3. Towards a reactivation of cross-border day and night trains between France and
Spain?
Debate on the offer of cross-border services in the Atlantic and Mediterranean Corridors
●
●
●
●
●

RENFE - Inmaculada Gutierrez, International Director
SNCF Voyageurs - Caroline Chabrol, Southern Europe Director
Fundación de los Ferrocarriles Españoles (FFE) - Ángeles Táuler, Deputy Director of
Innovation, Strategy and Training
Midnight Trains - Nicolas Bargelès, Director of Rail Operations
Oui au train de nuit ! - Sylvain Fischer, Representative
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