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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.
Zero
Zero is a Portuguese NGO working with a large variety of themes divided in five areas of action: Climate
Change, Energy and Mobility; Sustainable Communities and Circular Economy; Soil and Land Management;
Water and Oceans; Biodiversity, Agriculture and Forestry.
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1.

Contextualisation

1.1 Description and objectives
The webinar “Promoting a decarbonised mobility for sustainable tourism between Spain and
Portugal”, which took place on 16 September 2022, is part of the Europe on Rail initiative and was
organised by two of its member organisations: eco-union and Zero. The session was held online, in
Portuguese and Spanish, with simultaneous interpretation and brought together relevant stakeholders from
the sustainable tourism and cross-border mobility sectors.
The goal of the debate was to discuss and reflect on the relaunch of (day and night) train services
between Spain and Portugal. It aimed at providing a state of play and analysing the modal share of
transports in terms of tourism and mobility between these two countries. The objective was also to
encourage operators, infrastructure managers and those in charge of transport policy to relaunch medium
and long-distance cross-border trains.

1.2 Mobility and Tourism in Spain and Portugal
The transport sector is responsible for 25% of the greenhouse gases emissions of the European Union. For
this reason, its decarbonisation plays a fundamental role in reaching climate neutrality by 2050. Developing
sustainable mobility and a modal shift towards modes of transportation with low carbon emissions is
essential in fighting climate change.
Nowadays, even though rail is considered to be the cleanest mode of transportation for medium and
long-distance journeys, it is still not used to the maximum of its potential, especially in the context of
cross-border mobility.
The predominant mode of transportation between Portugal and Spain is road transport: in 2018,
91,5% of travellers used the car to cross the border, 7,8% took the plane and 0,3% the boat. The modal
share of rail represented only 0,4% of cross-border journeys. In addition to this, air transport traffic has
increased between the two countries in the last few years. Between Madrid and Lisbon, traffic went from 1,1
million passengers in 2012 to 1,5 million in 2019.
The mobility patterns in the touristic sector have to change in order to decarbonise transport. In Spain as
well as in Portugal, the industry of tourism is one of the main driving forces of the economy. Spain is the
second most visited country in the world, reaching 81,8 million visitors in 2019, with Portugal as the 8th
tourist-sending country. Portugal is also an important touristic destination in Europe, with 27 million
visitors in 2019, with Spain as the third emitter country, after the United Kingdom and France.
The touristic sector is, since March 2020, one of the most affected by the COVID-19 pandemic. However,
this crisis offers an opportunity to rethink the carbon footprint of tourism. The sector can play an important
role in relation to territories and communities, with a bigger contribution to the 2030 Agenda of the
Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) and the commitments to the Paris Agreement on climate
change.
Following this objective, how can rail transport be enhanced in the context of low-carbon cross-border
mobility between Spain and Portugal?
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2.

State of cross-border connections between Portugal and Spain

The first round-table started with the intervention of Professor Carlo Secchi, European Coordinator of
the Atlantic Core Network Corridor, who highlighted that low-carbon mobility between Lisbon and
Madrid was almost non-existent, as the majority of journeys between the two countries were made by
plane or by car. For this reason, he claimed, the main problem to look at is the travel time between the
two capitals which is currently around 10 hours for only 625 km.
Travel time for Madrid-Lisbon by train

Source: Prof. Carlo Secchi, European Coordinator of the Atlantic Core Network Corridor

At the European level, Secchi presented the new legal framework of the European Commission, including
the revisions to the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) and the RepowerEU initiative,
destined to promote the decarbonisation of transport and the modal shift towards more sustainable
modes of transportation. With regard to funding, he stated that the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF)
mechanism would prioritise the missing or malfunctioning cross-border connections. The Professor also
described the benefits of the new TEN-T requirements, which include a bigger potential for a modal shift
from road to rail, a better resilience of the infrastructure or the reduction of costs and delays.
Finally, he concluded “we have to maintain a spirit of cooperation and dialogue between EU countries
to accelerate the implementation of the TEN-T system to benefit citizens, the market, and the
environment”.
Following this intervention, Hugo Tente, researcher at the Faculty of Sciences and Technology of the
New University of Lisbon, alerted on the isolation of the iberian peninsula, each time more peripheral
and far from the Centre and North of Europe. He insisted on the many advantages of the train, which in
addition to its reduced impact on the environment is an inclusive mode of transportation, accessible to
everyone. Although travel time may be important at times, travelling by train allows passengers to take
advantage of that time to do other things, such as working. For this reason, he assured that it was
“important to offer attractive services for people and improve the demand, for example with the help of
digitalisation”.
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To improve services, he suggested the development of the intermodality between modes of
transportation, which is, as he explained, “essential to make life easier for passengers”. He also claimed
that the modal share of rail is very low, in Spain as well as in Portugal, below the European average.
Although the situation is slightly better in Spain due to the important development of high-speed rail,
individual modes of transportation are gaining importance.
Modal share of terrestrial modes of transportation in 2019

Source: Eurostat

According to Hugo Tente, the main issue is the lack of investment and the drop in funding that occurred
during the last decades. He concluded by exposing 5 priorities in the medium and long terms:
1) Develop public policies in favour of the train and the improvement of services to attract
passengers,
2) Adapt market prices of modes of transportation based on, for instance, the distance travelled, like
the “Eurovignette”,
3) Automated logistic infrastructures directed to the most relevant flows,
4) Allow multimodal integration and commodity in urban transport of passengers to improve demand
and,
5) Set and reach objectives before 2050.

3.

Towards a modal shift to rail

The second round table started with the intervention of Jorge Ballesteros, Deputy Director General of
Rail Planification of the Spanish Ministry of Transport, Mobility, and Urban Agenda (MITMA), who
presented the state of play of rail and the origin of high-speed rail in Spain, which arrived in the country
in 1992. The integration of Spain and Portugal into the European Economic Community (EEC) in 1986
facilitated funding to develop rail infrastructure. Ballesteros showed the evolution of long-distance traffic
and assured that the use of long-distance rail was currently at its highest in history and the trend is
probably going to continue in that direction.
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He also mentioned the “International Rail Passenger Transport (IRP)” platform which was put in place
by EU member states (exc. Cyprus and Malta), Switzerland and Norway. The platform was thought out
to support and promote the improvement of international passenger rail transport through a common
agenda elaborated by the most relevant actors of the sector. The platform, he explained, develops its
work in four themes:
●
●
●
●

Experience of the consumer and digitalisation;
Network of international passenger services;
Improvement of bottlenecks linked to infrastructure and interoperability on the TEN-T;
Legal framework

Following this intervention, Carlos Fernandes, Vice President of Infraestruturas de Portugal (IP),
presented the Portuguese rail system and affirmed that in the last decades, Portugal invested heavily
in its road network, explaining why the country has 15.000 km of road, whereas the rail network has
less than 3.000 km. Spain started investing in rail passenger transport well before Portugal and currently
possesses one of the best high-speed rail networks in the world.
Fernandes presented the Ferrovia 2020 project, which aims to improve and reinforce the Portuguese
rail network and its connection to Spain and the rest of Europe:
General objectives
● Increase rail transport competitivity,
● Improve international connections,
● Create conditions allowing rail interoperability.
Scope of the plan
● 1000 km of rail tracks,
● 2000 M€ of investments with 50% of European joint
financing.
Overall results
● Increase of electrified network from 65% to 85%,
● Installation of ERTMS signalisation in 30% of the
Portuguese national rail network (RFN),
● 750 m freight trains in the central axis of the network,
● Reduction from 30% to 50% of international transport
costs,
● Doubling of the capacity.

Source: Carlos Fernandes, Vice President of Infraestruturas de Portugal (IP)

He also underlined that the Porto-Lisbon connection was the backbone of the Portuguese railway
network system. He assured that there is a lack of capacity for freight and passengers and the country
needs a new line to segment part of the traffic and be able to increase exchanges. He also regretted that
“the train was not competitive in this corridor because it is too slow and it has to face an increase of bus
and plane transport”. The investment plan is planning a Porto-Lisbon line that could be done in 1h15 by
2030.
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Existing infrastructure between Spain and Portugal

Source: Observatorio Transfronterizo España/Portugal

About the connections between Spain and Portugal, Carlos Fernandes explained that currently the plan
for 2030 was to reduce travel time from 2h25 to 1h between Porto and Vigo, from 10h to 6h30 between
Porto and Madrid and from 9h to 4h30 between Lisbon and Madrid, in addition to establishing a 1h10
connection between Faro and Seville.
Then, Valentín Alegría, Director of Innovation and Network Strategy in RENFE, let us know the
importance of cross-border connections for Spain, although passenger trains between Spain and
Portugal were interrupted during the pandemic and night trains never returned. He reminded us that the
climate emergency and the recent natural disasters also affected train tracks. “The transport sector is the
one that uses the most energy and the one that pollutes the most, which makes it a critical point of the
national climate strategy”.
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Energy consumption in Spain

Source: Observatorio del Transporte y la Logística de España (2018)

Alegría affirmed that Renfe could be part of the solution and highlighted that it is the first consumer of
renewable electric energy at the national level, as well as the fact that it has commitments at the
European and national level.
In terms of connections between Portugal and Spain, he insisted on the importance of taking into
account the three dimensions of sustainability: environmental, social, and economic. He recognized that
passenger transport is the area that needs the most work. Infrastructures as well as interoperability
(security systems, electrification, communications…) should be improved. Adapted rolling stock could
allow connections that would not require a change in the locomotive and/or personnel, as it is done twice
a day between Porto and Vigo. Between Lisbon and Madrid, the connection going through Salamanca
does not exist for passengers anymore, and the connection through Badajoz is a 9 hour journey.
However, there are ongoing works of electrification and improvement of the lines on each side of the
border.

4.

Conclusions

To reach climate neutrality by 2050, it is urgent to decarbonise mobility between Spain and Portugal.
The renewal of passenger train lines between these two countries who share a border should be set in
motion. We should not wait for the high-speed rail projects to be completed, since there are existing
solutions that could improve the connections for passengers: invest in the rail network, improve
infrastructures and interoperability, guarantee intermodality, and ultimately encourage the use of rail
as the alternative to plane and car. It requires political will, cooperation and dialogue to implement these
solutions as soon as possible.
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5.

Agenda

AGENDA

1. Presentation of the organisations and introduction
●
●

eco-union, Helena Fortea, Communication and Sustainable Mobility Projects Officer
ZERO, Acácio Pires, Project Manager

2. State of cross-border connections between Spain and Portugal
(Moderator: Helena Fortea, eco-union)
What are the environmental impacts associated with journeys between Portugal and Spain?
How can we promote a sustainable touristic mobility between the two countries?
How can we oblige organisations/companies to shift from plane to rail?
●
●

Prof. Carlo Secchi, European Coordinator of the Atlantic Core Network Corridor
Hugo Tente, researcher at the Faculty of Sciences and Technology of the New University of Lisbon
on environmental impacts of transport

3. Towards a modal shift to rail
(Moderator: Acácio Pires, Zero)
How can we promote a modal shift towards rail in the context of the mobility between Portugal and Spain?
How can we reactivate the cross-border lines that have been permanently interrupted?
How can we improve and what are the prospects for the Madrid-Lisbon connection?
●
●
●

Jorge Ballesteros, Spanish Ministry of Transport, Mobility, and Urban Agenda, MITMA (Spain)
Carlos Fernandes, Vice President of Infraestruturas de Portugal, IP (Portugal)
Valentín Alegría, Director of Innovation and Network Strategy in Renfe (Spain)

4. Conclusions and closing
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