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Examination of Witnesses 

 

Witnesses: Mr Bill Gurmin, Director Material Planning & Logistics, and Mr Howell James, 

Manager Material Planning & Logistics, Ford of Europe1, Ford Motor Company Limited, 

examined. 

Q1  Chairman:  Good afternoon, Mr Gurmin and your colleague, Mr James.  I am sorry that 

we are starting late; I apologise for that.  We are aiming to conclude around 5.15, so I am 

sorry that we have lost three minutes of this session.  Thank you very much for your written 

evidence.  It was, as I expected, to the point, very focused and extremely helpful.  We will 

obviously during our questions wish to develop one or two of the points that you have raised 

there with us.  Is there anything you would like to say before we fire our own questions at 

you? 

Mr Gurmin:  I would just like to thank the Committee for the invitation on my own behalf 

and on Howell’s behalf and on behalf of this company. We are delighted to be here to give 
                                                 
1 Ford of Europe encompasses all of Ford’s European activities, including those of Ford Motor Company Ltd 
(UK) 

2 



evidence and we think this issue is very important for Ford Motor Company logistics.  We 

will do whatever we can to support the Committee. 

Chairman:  Thank you very much indeed.  At the start of your paper you did helpfully set 

out a background and thank you for that. 

Q2  Lord Walpole:  You have some idea of what we are going to ask you but I think the first 

three questions you have already answered extremely well in your written evidence.  So, 

could we start with the first three questions and ask you, is there anything else that you wish 

to add in the light of anything more recent? 

Mr Gurmin:  As regards the organisational arrangements within Ford, we are a large 

company, as you know, producing motor vehicles.  We have ten major manufacturing sites 

throughout Europe, three of which are in the UK: Dagenham, Southampton and Bridgend.  

The evidence I give today will be on Ford Blue Oval and will not concern Land Rover, 

Jaguar, Volvo nor indeed Mazda.  We have a large manufacturing presence in Europe.  Our 

manufacturing locations are spread far from St Petersburg in the north right down to Valencia 

in the south.  We have rail and road at all of those facilities with the exception of 

St Petersburg where we have a rail spur but currently it is not tied into the European network.  

We have river or sea at most of those facilities for totally multi-modal facilities (different 

transport modes).  With the specifics of the Channel Tunnel and the question you asked about 

the Channel Tunnel, we were in fact the first commercial organisation to contract to the 

Channel Tunnel and we have been using it from the start.  We will continue to use the 

Channel Tunnel and we are committed to it.  Our major service provider through the Channel 

Tunnel on our routes down to Valencia – and we have a daily route from Dagenham to 

Valencia and back again – is Transfesa and they subcontract to Renfe, SNCF, Eurotunnel and 

EWS.  We currently move about 33 per cent of our vehicles by rail and around eight per cent 
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of our inbound material by rail.  So, rail is clearly a major part of our logistics network and 

we are committed to improving that service. 

Q3  Lord Geddes:  You made a most interesting comment at the beginning that you were not 

going to talk about Land Rover, Jaguar, Mazda and . . . . . 

Mr James:  Volvo. 

Q4  Lord Geddes:  Why not?  In your opinion, are the problems that they face roughly 

similar to yours?  

Mr Gurmin:  I am the Director of Material Planning and Logistics for Ford Blue Oval2.  I 

have opposite numbers in Jaguar, Volvo and Mazda.  The data and the evidence I have 

collected are from our own sources.  I know that they have similar issues.  However, they are 

on a smaller scale than Ford of Europe.  We produce 1.7 million vehicles a year and clearly, 

to do that, we have to move an awful lot of freight.  If I can move on to question two which is 

about the competition and the flow of traffic, if we take the first point which is competition 

between modes, we always have the ability to move from rail to road and, on some occasions, 

into sea or indeed river freight.  We move a number of vehicles from Cologne using the Rhine 

and we are happy with that from a freight point of view.  So, we always have that competition 

available to us.  Competition between rail providers exists but is very much more limited than 

that that we have with our road providers and we would like to see a great deal more 

competition in that field.  The service providers predominantly have to use the national rail 

companies and indeed many of them are subsidiaries of the national rail companies.  As such, 

I would say that we do not have the competition that we would want in that field by some 

considerable margin.  We would like to see at least three providers tendering for business.  At 

times, we are tied into one or two.  Very rarely do we have three organisations that can tender 

                                                 
2 The term “Ford Blue Oval” is used to distinguish the Ford brand from other brands (Jaguar, Land Rover, 
Volvo, etc.) under the Ford Motor Company umbrella. 
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for the business.  If you compare that to road, I always have three and many times I have as 

many as ten tendering for the business.  As to the main advantages and disadvantages of rail, 

let me cover the advantages first.  We believe that it is cost effective, particularly over 

distances of more than 350 kilometres and we believe that at that point rail, providing that we 

have a full train – and I will come back to that in a moment – is the mode that we would 

prefer.  That said, there are significant issues that affect that.  The fact that we need a full train 

means that when we put freight on to an individual carriage and try and feed it through the 

national network, it just gets lost.  We do not have traceability and it takes prohibitively long 

periods to get to the destination.  So, we have decided that we need a full train.  To that end, 

we have many full trains running in different directions throughout Europe. We believe the 

trains are easy to track inasmuch as we know where they are.  If they are stuck, it is very 

difficult to get material from the train on to another mode of transport and, in that sense, it 

becomes an inhibitor.  We are able to move the material at weekends and over holidays by rail 

and that is very important for us.  We have a plant in Russia in St Petersburg and their 

calendar is not the same as our calendar; they work over our Christmas, so they will work 

through and have the Orthodox Christmas in the New Year.  Also, we have a joint venture in 

Turkey in a company called Ford Otosan3 who produce Transits and they of course have a 

Moslem calendar and, again, work through Christmas and Easter and times like that.  So, rail 

is quite an advantage providing I can get the service that I need.  Finally, we believe that it is 

more environmentally friendly than road transport and, as such, we would like to increase the 

amount of business that we do on rail.  If we look at the disadvantages, there is one big 

disadvantage with rail and that is reliability.  We cannot rely on the train being at the 

destination on time.  If I may illustrate that.  When I contract a truck driver or a truck 

company to deliver material to our plants, we need that material within a certain time period 

                                                 
3 Ford Otosan is a joint venture between Ford Motor Company and our Turkish partner, the Koc Group. 
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or we stop production.  I can get a truck company to deliver on time on a 15 minute plus or 

minus time window and 92 per cent of the time those people are there.  I did an analysis over 

the last three months, July to September, of the train service from Dagenham into Valencia.  

Thirty-nine per cent of the trains were late and, when I say late, they were more than four 

hours late, many of them were 24 hours late and some of them were 48 hours late.  The major 

issue here is going through France.  France is a very difficult area to move trains through.  We 

have all sorts of issues there.  In this time period, we had some technical issues that accounted 

for 14 per cent of the problems.  This was heavy rain and flooding on the track. There were 

catenary problems with the power lines, we had some technical issues there, and we had a 

tunnel fire and a loco breakdown.  Acts of God and weather were ten per cent – this was 

mainly the flooding that I referred to earlier.  Then we had strikes seven per cent of the time.  

As I speak, we are under threat of strike from Renfe, a Spanish company.  Indeed, we had 

three of our trains cancelled due to strike action.  The Spanish union of rail workers are 

protesting against the privatisation.  We are going to have a one-day strike this week and 

probably further strikes coming.  When that happens, I have to find road transport to fill in for 

the train or our suppliers do.  Last week, we had to charter four aeroplanes to keep our plant 

in Valencia going otherwise we would have lost production and there is enormous cost 

involved in that.  We had to move over 50 trucks into that supply chain.  This is getting so 

common that we are getting good at it!  However, it is something that we should not have to 

think about.  I carry one day’s additional inventory for everything going into Spain from the 

UK.  Anything into Spain through France dependent on rail I must carry one day.  It is not 

just the inventory carrying costs, it is the energy to move the material in and out of the 

warehouse.  We have to build a warehouse; we have to keep that running; we have to put 

people in to run that warehouse.  It is an enormous amount of cost that, quite frankly, is waste.  

So, in answer to your question, that is the way we see the situation on the first three questions. 
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Chairman:  That is exceptionally helpful. 

Q5  Baroness Cohen of Pimlico:  We are enormously indebted to a customer talking to us 

because one can get a good deal of pious thought out of everybody else but a customer at the 

sharp end tells us what actually happens.  Did I get it right that, despite all of this, 80 per cent 

of your goods and I do not mean your finished vehicles, the sub-assemblies and the other bits 

and pieces, are going by rail? 

Mr James:  Eight per cent travels by rail. 

Mr Gurmin:  Where we do have a full train right from Dagenham into Valencia, the vast 

majority of our freight goes on that train.  We are currently running a train from Germany to 

Istanbul for our Turkish operation and I would think that probably 80 per cent of the inbound 

freight traffic is by train.  We have a route from Germany to Valencia daily.  What I would 

like to do is expand rail to other areas of our business, other suppliers, smaller 

deconsolidation areas where I do not have the volume for a full train and that is the kicker.  If 

I could put a full train on and I could track it, I could move more into rail.  However, the 

reliability of individual wagons is certainly nothing we could live with in our organisation. 

Q6  Baroness Cohen of Pimlico:  The point I am after is which way is all this going?  You 

would like to expand.  It is the psychiatrist’s question: what do you actually think is 

happening? 

Mr Gurmin:  Let me take that in two parts, if I may.  We have just started the operation into 

Turkey and the rail has been an absolute boon for us in that, to run that supply train with 

trucks, the capacity of trucks that I would need is astronomical: it is in excess of 500 trucks 

moving up and down Europe moving that material.  However, I still have a reliability issue 

and, just two weeks ago, our trains were stopped because there were rail works in Hungary 

and we were not notified.  The trains came up to the rail works and they sat there. We had to 
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back them out and we lost two days on our route which meant that we again had to put trucks 

on the road. We also had to move material by aircraft and all of the disruption that caused.  I 

had to move my orders back in the factory because I have critical parts that I cannot actually 

get to the plant. I had to move orders forward and pull others back and that affects the 

customer.  The customer does not get the vehicle on time which affects our business very 

much.  So, potentially, it has great advantages but I do not think the industry has leverage in 

the advantages they have. 

Q7  Chairman:  Describe the route from Germany to Turkey; which countries does it go 

through?  Germany, Austria …? 

Mr James:  Hungary, Romania, Bulgaria – six countries in total. 

Q8  Lord Swinfen:  And Greece? 

Mr James:  No.  Romania, Bulgaria, Turkish border into Istanbul. 

Q9  Chairman:  Romania and Bulgaria are not in the Union.  Does your company and the 

companies that you use to move these goods around face the same problems in each of these 

six countries or do they vary? 

Mr Gurmin:  It does vary.  However, we have not had the same level of problems that we 

have going through France, for instance.  The Hungarian issue was the first time that we have 

had a major issue.  Bear in mind that we have been running this route starting about six 

months ago, so our experience is somewhat limited whereas we have been running routes into 

Valencia for many, many years. 

Q10  Chairman:  So, you face more difficulties going from the UK, through France to Spain 

after a six-year operation than you do from Germany to Turkey … 

Mr Gurmin:  Yes, going through six countries at the moment. 
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Q11  Lord Swinfen:  Why? 

Mr Gurmin:  There are a number of areas of concern that we have.  It is not exclusively 

France, let me say, but France tends to be the area of most concern.  Lack of drivers is a 

problem.  Lack of locomotives.  Strikes are endemic and they can be by third parties not even 

rail workers – it can be farm workers or truck drivers.  They can stick a truck across a track 

and we are finished.  There is a whole miscellany of issues but they tend to be in the area of 

France.  We do have, as I say, right now problems in Spain.  They had a three-day strike last 

week.  However, until recently, it was not a big problem in Spain. 

Q12  Lord St John of Bletso:  In fact, we have covered largely what I wanted to raise with 

you today, both in your written evidence and what you have told us today about reliability and 

inconsistency of railway performance, and you have singled out France and the SNCF.  You 

mentioned that eight per cent of your inbound freight is transported by rail and you also said 

that you would like to increase your rail freight business; the clear implication in your 

evidence is that you intend to maintain, if not even reduce, rail freight.  My question is, what 

would need to happen to reverse the trend in the short and medium term? 

Mr Gurmin:  There are three things that I think are key to the longevity of the relationship.  

First of all, reliability is a given.  As I explained, when I use a truck, I can get that truck to the 

facility in the time window of plus or minus 15 minutes and, by the way, I am not satisfied 

with 92 per cent turning up on time, I want closer to 98 per cent.  That is what we are working 

towards.  I have to get that reliability in my supply chain.  Secondly, I would like to see 

harmonisation of the standard used in the industry.  We have differences in rolling stock, 

voltage being used, pitch of the axles, we have gauge difference and height, a whole 

miscellany of the things that I think need to be standardised to the best in class level, not 

standardised to the lower level which would not help the industry at all.  For example, in 

Britain, I cannot get two Focus C-MAX on a double-deck car transporter because the gauge 
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allowable prohibits me from doing that.  I can do it right through Europe but, in Britain, I 

have to go with a C-MAX single deck on a flat-backed wagon. This makes it twice as 

expensive to transport and also, importantly, the availability of flat-backed wagons is not 

sufficient for the business that I have.  So, I would like to see harmonisation and optimisation 

of many of those things.  Axle weights need to be harmonised; I can take a higher axle weight 

on the continent that I can in Britain.  Then, train lengths need to be harmonised.  There are 

many things that we need to optimise in the industry in order that we, as the customer, are 

satisfied.  Finally and very importantly for me, cost transparency.  We do not get cost 

transparency from the national rail companies.  What we get is, “Here is an increase.  Now, go 

away and pay us”, to the point where they will walk away if we do not pay.  We have sat 

down with our service provider and said, “Let us look at ways to offset the cost.  Maybe we 

are doing things that are costing more money.  Let us work together.”  We have a process 

called TVM4 where we go through the cost base up.  We expect people to make a profit, do 

not misunderstand me, but we expect to get transparency of cost and we cannot do that with 

the industry.  Those are the things that I think are vital for the trend to change.  Where we 

have no alternative, clearly we will continue to use rail and we are committed to rail.  We 

have invested heavily in rail and many, many of our operations have spent a lot of money 

putting in the facilities required for rail. 

Q13  Lord Geddes:  How is your shopping list going to be achieved? 

Mr Gurmin:  I am hoping this Committee is going to help!  We are also meeting with the 

Minister of Transport in France and also in Germany regularly where our biggest issues have 

been.  Germany at the moment is not a problem.  It was a considerable problem last year 

when the Rhine water level went down to 1.5 metres and all of the freight had to come off the 

Rhine on to rail and I could not get a train to move vehicles to our customers.  So, I think the 

                                                 
4 Team-based Value Management 
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whole industry needs to work together to try and change it but I think it needs a dose of reality 

to some of the national providers that they are in the commercial world and people will find 

alternatives if the service is not provided.  I hope that the service will be provided. 

Mr James:  May I just explain the reason why we could not get vehicles when the Rhine was 

at lower levels: it was that the rail company decided, of their own volition, to prioritise freight 

from other customers and again that is a typical action that we are seeing, this kind of almost 

whimsical nature in which the companies deal with our business. 

Q14  Chairman:  If I am right, essentially you have three parts of a system: you have the 

companies you use to move things around, you have the rail companies, who may or may not 

be the same thing, and you have the rail track businesses. 

Mr Gurmin:  That is right. 

Q15  Chairman:  So, you face a fairly complicated picture since the people you deal with are 

actually one or two removed from where the real problems are.  Do I have that right? 

Mr Gurmin:  Yes, you have. 

Q16  Chairman:  You said to the Committee that you would like them all, the industry, to 

realise the problem, get together and do something about it.  Who were you talking about?  

Which part of the system?  Have you any evidence at all across Europe and in this country 

that they, whoever “they” are, are taking the problem seriously? 

Mr Gurmin:  When I refer to “they”, I am essentially talking about the service provided to 

our service providers, the national rail companies, the people who own traction and the rail 

network.  I am sure that they are trying to improve.  However, the evidence does not lead me 

to believe that we are making sufficient progress that would lead us to have a first-class rail 

service across Europe that can move freight in the timeframe that my industry needs and I 
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would be looking for all parties to support improvement.  We are trying, for our part, to work 

with the senior people in these organisations to motivate them to make the changes but they 

are faced with some difficulties, of which I am not an expert I have to say, and much of the 

evidence I am giving you is from my side of the table and I have to say from where I am 

standing right now that we are significantly concerned.  However, we have no imminent plans 

to do anything drastically different from where we are today but we are always considering 

what the alternatives are for our company. 

Q17  Chairman:  In your evidence, you did actually say to us that the environment does not 

encourage you as a potential rail user to increase or even maintain the freight business. 

Mr Gurmin:  We did and that is in fact what we said.  First of all, we would not increase our 

liability because right now at times it is an absolute liability and we would obviously look at 

areas where, if we were to continue to get service of this nature, we would have to consider 

our options.  Just take last week where I had five trains planned to go into Dagenham from 

Valencia and from Dagenham to Valencia, so ten trains in all, and I had to cancel six. 

Q18  Chairman:  Why? 

Mr Gurmin:  Because of the strike in Spain, the Renfe strike.  I had to then move all of that 

material by road whether I wanted to or not.  As I said, I also had to charter planes to keep the 

plants running.  If that sort of service were to continue, clearly no manufacturer could live 

with that sort of service level.  I am faced with a one-day strike this week and next week the 

threat of a strike and so on.  At this time, it is Renfe and I had the same problem with French 

rail.  It is almost easier to tell you when we do not have a problem in France with industrial 

action than when we do. 
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Q19  Lord Swinfen:  Assuming for the moment that you have no problem such as strikes or 

flooding, are your trains fitted into the normal rolling programme or programme of trains 

running through the various countries at regular times with no problems, or do you just have 

to take pot luck? 

Mr Gurmin:  No.  We have what we call slots.  We have a regular timetable when a train 

would leave and arrival times and we take that out for a five or six day period. 

Q20  Lord Swinfen:  But you cannot book it for a year in advance? 

Mr Gurmin:  We tend to book it in advance and we would lock that in.  If one train becomes 

blocked in some part of France or in some other part of Europe we have to wait.  In Germany 

we have the same issue with regard to timing.  At that point the train sits.  That train has to get 

there and get back before I can fill it again, so clearly when you get a delay that delays the 

whole pipeline. 

Q21  Baroness Eccles of Moulton:  You have already answered part of the question which 

was about inter-operability and you talked about harmonisation of the infrastructure.  Can you 

see a big benefit to be derived from the through operations for locomotives and drivers, which 

is probably an easier solution than rebuilding bridges and changing access specifications? 

Mr Gurmin:  Yes, I can see a definite advantage because we are often delayed because a 

driver is not available, and what we would like to see is the same organisation taking the 

material from start to finish and not a hand-off.  We have at least a hand-off at every 

international border but at times we have got it regionally.  Then you have a regional problem 

and we get caught in a region, so that would definitely help and we would very much 

encourage that.  The flexibility that would give me would be improved, and although I accept 

that we are going to have a four-hour time window, I would like the train to arrive at a given 
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hour.  That is what we would be working towards but right now I am looking at four hours.  If 

it arrives three and a half hours late we consider it on time. 

Q22  Baroness Eccles of Moulton:  What do you think about introducing a policy so that the 

quality conditions were met and there would be heavy fines imposed if they were not? 

Mr Gurmin:  We do have with some of our providers (not rail providers) monetary 

compensation.  First of all, it is extremely difficult to get.  It is very difficult to prove who is 

absolutely responsible.  The compensation never even starts to cover our costs because I may 

have to lay off a factory with 6,000 people in it because I have not got the material. That is 

what happens when the material does not get there, our organisation has to send up to 6,000 

people home.  When we build vehicles, with all the costs involved, it pales into insignificance 

in terms of compensation.  However, if it drives the right behaviour and improves the service 

that would be very welcome. 

Q23  Baroness Eccles of Moulton:  Do you think that if it became a directive, and therefore 

became law, it would sharpen up the way the service operates? 

Mr Gurmin:  I think it would motivate them very much. 

Q24  Chairman:  You said in answer to Baroness Eccles that there were problems even 

regionally in handovers.  In which countries do you have regional problems? 

Mr Gurmin:  We have had problems in France on a regional basis. 

Q25  Lord Geddes:  Just for the record, you did say that one truck driver could take a truck 

from Dagenham to Valencia without any changes? 

Mr Gurmin:  He can and does but he has to stop in line with the legislation. 

Q26  Lord Geddes:  He has regulation hours but it is the same person? 
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Mr Gurmin:  All over Europe I have truck drivers routinely going down to Turkey.  Daily 

they go down to Turkey right through all of those countries without a problem.  Anywhere in 

Europe I can take a truck without a problem. 

Q27  Lord Haskel:  Has this led you to think that you should employ your own train drivers 

or staff on the trains? 

Mr Gurmin:  I am sure if you asked our service providers they would love to do that; they 

would be delighted to do it, and we would support that.  As a matter of interest we do have 

loco drivers in our organisation but they obviously just stay local to our facilities.  Logistics 

are not our core business.  Making motor cars is our core business and that is why we go and 

give this contract to service providers who are the experts in the field and who spend a lot 

more time on these matters than we can. 

Q28  Lord Haskel:  Finally, coming to the point about Great Britain, maybe you could tell us 

what you perceive to be the most important problems regarding increasing rail freight to and 

from Great Britain.  You have told us some of the problems with low loaders here.  Is there 

anything the British Government could do to help you overcome these problems? 

Mr Gurmin:  We would like to see some freight corridors that would accommodate the extra 

height I have referred to.  We would like to look at the speed of the trains and try and 

harmonise that more in keeping with the speed we can move at on the continent.  We would 

like to look at axle weights.  Right now it is capped at 1,200 tonnes.  We believe that should 

be higher.  To give you an example, when I run a train to Valencia out of Britain, in terms of 

the axle weight, it is at maximum. However, instead of having 44 wagons (maximum length) 

it generally has 38, so I could get six more wagons on a train and that would help.  We want 

better knowledge of the planned rail maintenance work so that we can accommodate it better.  
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That is probably a minor point.  The preceding three points are the most important for us from 

a cost point of view. 

Q29  Lord Haskel:  What about the Channel Tunnel? 

Mr Gurmin:  As I said, we were the first commercial organisation to use the Channel Tunnel 

and we have used it extensively.  We have had some significant issues with the Channel 

Tunnel, particularly when it was being invaded by illegal immigrants.  We had many days 

when I could not tell whether I could get a train through or not, and certainly for two weeks I 

did not get any freight trains through there and that was a major issue for us.  We run ships 

three times a day from our facility in Dagenham to Flushing in Holland where we move an 

awful lot of our freight.  If the rail tunnel was more competitive we would look at moving 

some of that through it, but at the moment it is not competitive with our ships. 

Baroness Cohen of Pimlico:  It is perhaps rather a hard thing to ask you, Mr Gurmin, but I 

have a great need to know this.  If we could get some of these local problems sorted out how 

much more of your business would go that way?  I do not necessarily need an answer now.  I 

just wondered if there was any broad brush answer to that because it is quite a key piece of 

information: how great is the prize for which you are playing?  At the moment we see the rail 

freight business going slightly backwards because it is all so difficult and this is not an 

impression you can change for us.  Not only what would it take to move it forward, which I 

think you have answered, but how much of your business could actually go that way?  I see 

that not all of it can.  You have made the point that you cannot have vehicles standing around, 

and I see that not all of your business could move by rail but how much more by any number 

you care to produce – percentage, value, whatever – could move by rail?  I would like a 

number for what value does move anyway and what order of percentage increase there might 

be.  We would be happy to take this in writing, I am sure. 
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Q30  Chairman:  If you are not prepared for an answer out of the blue you must write to us, 

but if you have an answer please give it to us now. 

Mr Gurmin:  We spend on rail €310 million a year and that represents 8 per cent of our 

inbound material and 33 per cent of our vehicle delivery.  We would like to put more vehicles 

on rail.  We run regularly from Cologne into Italy and the problem I have is that I cannot get 

the capacity I need to move any more down to Italy and I end up moving the vehicles north to 

a Channel port and then taking them by ship all the way down to Italy.  All of that would go 

immediately if I had more capacity.  For a breakthrough – and that is what we would be 

looking for and everybody should be looking for – you have to get into mixed trains.  If I go 

with a single train, wherever I go I have to have sufficient material or vehicles to fill a whole 

train.  If I had the reliability of mixed trains then we would move into a paradigm shift where 

we could make a significant difference but the service is so poor that it would take a 

considerable change in that service and traffic to allow me to do that. 

Lord Swinfen:  Would you like to go back to the system in the war where freight had priority 

over passenger trains? 

Q31  Chairman:  I do not think that will be in any party manifesto. 

Mr Gurmin:  We would like to. 

Chairman:  Do not even follow that because I promise you no major party would put that 

into a manifesto.  We have not touched on that, and I hope we will with the next witnesses, 

this whole problem of passengers versus movement of freight.  It is a serious issue, but we 

have not got the time. 

Q32  Lord Fearn:  It seems a gloomy picture all round.  Do you perceive with the greater 

degree of liberalisation for the rail freight market in some countries there are benefits?  So far 

what can you cite as good customer practice and are they pleased or not? 
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Mr Gurmin:  I am delighted to say that the best service we get is from the UK and within the 

UK.  We do get a lot fewer problems within the UK.  We are moving the material short 

distances but we tend to have good service from EWS in the UK.  Then I would say Deutsche 

Bahn is probably the next best service we get and then you fall into Renfe and SNCF.  That 

tends to be how we would see it as a customer.  If you are saying to me, “Can you give me 

some data on that?”, I would need to take that away.  What comes across my desk are the 

failures, “This train is not going to happen and, by the way, can you spend €30,000 for an air 

freight?”, which is what you have to do every time you move a bunch of material by plane. 

Q33  Lord Fearn:  In the majority are the customers not pleased with your service even 

though it is not your fault? 

Mr Gurmin:  I have to say that we stop our factories a lot less for parts than we have ever 

done and we work hard on that, but we have to spend an awful lot of money on premium 

freight to prevent us stopping factories.  We do stop a factory from time to time because of 

freight issues but we try to put in contingency plans.  As I said earlier, because of the issues 

we have previously had we have got some pretty robust contingency plans now but even with 

the best contingency plans, when you have, as we did last week, the threat of a truck strike in 

Spain and a rail strike coming together, we are probably going to have a stoppage.  On the 

whole I would say that our customers are pleased.  The production management in our plant, 

where these trains are due in, are very critical when they are late and very demanding, and on 

a couple of occasions they have to come to me and said, “For goodness’ sake get this moved 

across to road”, and when I explain why we would not do that it is an understandable reaction 

when you have got a whole factory stopped for parts. 

Q34  Lord Fearn:  You said that truck drivers sometimes go all the way through whereas 

freight train drivers did not. 
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Mr Gurmin:  No, sorry.  If I said that it is not correct.  Truck drivers go all the way through.  

Train drivers change at each national border. 

Q35  Lord Fearn:  Where do they get their safety training from?  In the various countries? 

Mr Gurmin:  Yes, I believe that is the case but it is no more difficult driving a train than 

driving a truck and we manage to drive a truck through all our borders without an issue. 

Chairman:  Unfortunately this train has to stop.  Can I thank you genuinely and warmly for 

your evidence today.  You have been extremely helpful.  As for your written evidence, it was 

forthright and to the point and we are in your debt.  Thank you. 
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Memorandum submitted by Transfesa 

Examination of Witnesses 

 

Witnesses:  Mr Emilio Fernández Fernández, Chairman and Managing Director, 

Transportes Ferroviarios Especiales, S.A. (Transfesa) Madrid, and Mr Oscar Verdú, 

Manager of Transfesa Benelux S.P.R.L., Brussels, examined. 

Q36  Chairman:  Good afternoon, Mr Fernández and Mr Verdú.   Can I on behalf of the 

Sub-Committee give you a very warm welcome.  We are extremely grateful to you for 

travelling to meet us today.  We are also grateful to you for your written evidence.  As with 

the previous witnesses, it was to the point and extremely helpful.  We aim to close this session 

by six o’clock.  As always, our time with you is too short.  Is there anything you would like to 

say by way of introduction before we get into the questions? 

Mr Fernández:  My Lord Chairman, thank you very much for inviting us to come and have 

this opportunity to help you and to try to clarify what the problem is with the railways 

regarding freight transport in this continent.  I hope my English is good enough for you to 

understand what I have to say.  Perhaps you know something about our company.  We have 

been working with rail for 61 years.  Today 75 per cent of our business is done by rail.  We 

own our wagons and have subsidiaries in the main European countries.  We have 1,400 

people dedicated to logistics and transport, so we believe that we have great experience 

regarding rail.  We have an annual turnover of  €300 million and we transport about 305,000 

consignments every year and, as I have said, 75 per cent of that is by rail.  40 per cent of our 

business is done in dedicated block trains with timetables paid for in advance. 

Q37  Lord Geddes:  Mr Fernández, I was delighted that both you and Mr Verdú were sitting 

listening to the previous evidence because you have already, I hope, got a flavour of the sorts 
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of questions we have.  May I start with a very simple one.  What sort of companies use your 

services and who do you use to carry out whatever it is you are asked to do? 

Mr Fernández:  More than 80 per cent of the business is done for the automobile makers.  

Half of that business is components and half is fully assembled automobiles.  We have 

focused on the automobile sector, not because it is our business strategy, but because we are 

working on rail; to work on rail you have to make things easy and the automobile sector is 

able to provide both regular and large amounts of load, therefore, for railway companies it is 

easier to provide the traction. 

Q38  Lord Geddes:  Do you have long-term contracts? 

Mr Fernández:  Not really.  For components we sometimes manage to sign contracts for up 

to three years.  For assembled cars we do not have any contract.  We have to go into the 

market and compete with road and ships, customers do not have any obligation nor contract.  

We have to buy the traction from the traction companies, we buy the use of the track and the 

traction, to move our wagons and provide the service to our customers. 

Q39  Lord Geddes:  You have no contract at all? 

Mr Fernández:  Not at all. 

Q40  Lord Geddes:  It is all on what I call a day-to-basis or a week-to-week basis? 

Mr Fernández:  In components we do not because we work with the car makers for a long 

time to study their service before we start the transport.  We had to decide the value for this 

and we had to invest quite a lot of money to provide the service.  Usually in this business you 

have to invest one euro per euro of turnover because the rotation of wagons is not high. In 

these cases we sometimes  manage to sign contracts for three years.  In the rest of the business 

we can lose the customer from one day to the other and, in fact, when there is no service we 
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lose the customers and our wagons are laid off doing nothing.  In such cases we lose all the 

turnover and the customers go to an alternative mode of transport. 

Q41  Lord Geddes:  As I understand it you have your own wagons.  Do you have your own 

locomotives and drivers? 

Mr Fernández:  No. 

Q42  Lord Geddes:  Who do you use? 

Mr Fernández:  We use the state companies, the state railroads.  Here in the UK we use 

EWS.  In France we use SNCF, in Germany we use Railion, in Spain we use Renfe and in 

Italy we use the Italian railway. 

Q43  Lord Geddes:  It may be an obvious question, but would you like to see competition? 

Mr Fernández:  Absolutely.  We are absolutely sure that unless competition arises rail will be 

dead in a few years because, as you know, already the market share of rail in Europe does not 

reach seven per cent.  In Spain it is lower than four per cent.  It is a big problem. 

Q44  Lord Swinfen:  When your trains cross international borders we have already heard that 

drivers have to change.  Do you have to change the locomotives as well? 

Mr Fernández:  Every day we have 20 regular trains from origin to destination, full trains.  

We pay for them whether we fill them or not.  These trains, when they cross France, become 

120 trains.  Trains change drivers and locomotives at every border but also do so inside their 

countries.  To cross France a train has to change driver six times and the locomotive four 

times in the region’s limits. 

Q45  Chairman:  Why do they have to change? 
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Mr Fernández:  It is the way the railway is managed because in France the authority is in the 

hands of the managers of individual regions.  They have their own means of traction and 

drivers which take the engine to the next province, they do not go further.  In fact, we know 

that SNCF has been trying to change the system to make drivers and locomotives run longer, 

300 kilometres instead of 200 or 250.  They have not yet managed to succeed.  The trade 

unions want to stay with this system.  Apparently they live very well in little villages and to 

drive longer they have to move to big cities.  This is why they have reliability problems.  If a 

train arrives late at the next destination it loses the path and, because they give preference to 

passengers, if we lose the path, to find another path for our trains may take three, four or even 

up to 24 hours.  This is why we arrive late on too many occasions. 

Q46  Chairman:  So do you have a contract with your wagons?  You have a contract with 

each of these state monopolies to move these wagons through a country? 

Mr Fernández:  Yes. 

Q47  Chairman:  So if they do not achieve the contracted time is there a penalty clause in 

these contracts? 

Mr Fernández:  No, there is no such clause.  Some years there were big strikes for a long 

period of time.  For instance, in the case of Ford, it is a company that, as you have heard, has 

been dedicated to rail for many years.  Because of the lack of reliability in the last two years 

they asked to transfer the mode of some of their shipments, to give them the service by any 

means, so if there is no rail service we have got to transport the freight by road or by air and 

we have to pay the difference.  When there are strikes, we have to do that. We have to make a 

complete service offer to Ford  by any means of transport to guarantee the quality; if more 

than 20 per cent of the service is done by road, because rail is not doing it, we start to lose 

money.  In cases where SNCF have strikes for a long period they provide some compensation, 

23 



but the compensation is very small, it is far less than the money that we, and the customer, 

lost.  They do not compensate the losses at all.  This is a small compensation; that is it. 

Q48  Baroness Cohen of Pimlico: I have a quite specific question about competition.  As I 

understand your evidence you have a kind of internal competition because if the railway stops 

you can put it on a truck; in fact, you are responsible for putting Ford’s goods on trucks or 

into aeroplanes, but you have no choice at all about rail modes.  Do you have to use the 

national rail service. 

Mr Fernández: Yes.  I think liberalisation has developed a little bit in the north of Europe but 

in France there was absolutely nothing; in Spain nothing.  In Italy there are some private 

traction companies.  In fact, two of them I believe are already working but the competition is 

still not very strong. Most of our business is between the Iberian Peninsula and the rest of 

Europe, where competition is non-existent. 

Q49  Chairman:  Non-existent in France and Germany, are you saying? 

Mr Fernández: In France and Spain, in Germany and the north countries there is some 

competition. 

Q50  Baroness Cohen of Pimlico: I was particularly interested in your view expressed in the 

evidence that the rail freight market was shrinking because it seems to me that you would 

know.  Do you have many competitors?  Are there many other people also contracting with 

the likes of Ford? 

Mr Fernández: Yes, there are companies like Transfesa in Europe, but most of the private 

companies in Europe are renting wagons.  They are not selling the service.  They are renting 

the wagons to big customers and the customers deal with the public operators. 
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Q51  Baroness Cohen of Pimlico: So you are probably one of the very few what we call 

soup-to-nuts providers? 

Mr Fernández: Yes. 

Q52  Baroness Cohen of Pimlico: Has your own business shrunk or do you see this as solely 

the market? 

Mr Fernández: We are growing two, three per cent every year, very little, and we are 

growing on road.  As I said before, now 25 per cent of our business is on road because rail is 

going down and it has been going down since 2000.  In 2000, unfortunately, SNCF started to 

give the highest speed service from Paris to Marseilles, they thought that with a dedicated line 

for the high speed service the existing lines would be free for freight, but the result was to the 

contrary.  It made congestion in the local lines in that area, and now to cross the south of 

France is a very difficult task.  Even now if you go and ask SNCF to give you a path for a 

new train you might not get it.  It is completely congested because of the high speed service 

and the commuter trains that are going from the local areas to the high speed stations. 

Baroness Cohen of Pimlico: Yes; I think we have got something like that with the airport 

trains.  They have also resulted in local congestion. 

Q53  Lord Walpole: I was going to ask you what you see as the main advantages and 

disadvantages of the use of rail but it seems to me that you do not see any enormous 

advantages unless things go better.  Is that right? 

Mr Fernández: Yes, that is right, but I think the railway provides more advantages to 

transport goods than the road.  I think the railway is cheaper than road, and also the railway 

allows you to send trailers long distances without sending the drivers.  Today in Europe 

drivers still drive 3,000 kilometres, 2,500 kilometres.  This is very expensive and is not good 

for the drivers.  The quality of life of these people is poor.  Drivers should drive 200 or 300 
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kilometres and they should sleep in their own bed almost every day. They can do that if they 

combine with rail. Rail is cheaper and also rail produces much less external costs than road.  

It is about €88 per tonne per thousand kilometres, while rail is producing only €19.  This 

continent could save a lot of money in external costs by using rail.  I think that rail has a big 

advantage there. 

Q54  Lord Walpole: Presumably you think as we do that the price of oil will go up 

considerably? 

Mr Fernández: Absolutely.  It is already creating a lot of problems for road companies.  

Many road companies in this continent are losing money because the costs are going up and 

productivity is going down due to congestion.  They cannot do as many kilometres as they 

used to do.  As you know, a road company, to be profitable, has to run at least 170,000 

kilometres a year by lorry and sometimes this is difficult because of congestion.  I believe that 

there are some areas in Germany where a lorry needs six hours to go 200 kilometres because 

of congestion, so this is creating problems in the profit and loss account of the road 

companies. 

Q55  Chairman: But despite that road movement is increasing slightly and rail is decreasing? 

Mr Fernández: Absolutely, because road is very competitive.  When there is a very 

competitive market you have to discover new ways to do things to be profitable.  Short sea 

shipping has already 42 per cent market share and is big enough for this continent, bearing in 

mind the kilometres of the sea shore, the ports and so on, so if rail is not giving reliability, 

industry has to go by road.  There is no other alternative. 

Q56  Baroness Eccles of Moulton: In your introduction you said that the automotive 

industry was attractive to you because you could make up full trains.  Mr Gurmin, towards the 
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end of his evidence, said that one of Ford’s aspirations would be to be able to run more mixed 

trains and I wondered whether you had the same view, that being able to have mixed trains, as 

opposed to having to go for one use, would be helpful to you? 

Mr Fernández: As I said, the problem of rail is reliability.  If rail achieved reliability it would 

overcome the problems of serving different customers and types of freight on the same train.  

There are no problems to implement that.  But in some countries you still cannot mix freight 

in trains because the tariff of the train is different depending on the freight you are carrying on 

it.  We are still negotiating with SNCF to put cars and components on the same train but they 

refuse to allow us to do so because of the price policy.  It is a completely artificial situation 

that is provoking a loss of productivity for rail.  We are forced to work only with customers 

when they handle big volumes, to be able to fill a train.  If they do not have that big volume, if 

they do not have the equivalent of at least 30 or 35 lorries, it is not possible to set up a service 

and they go by road, so for this reason we are losing a lot of opportunities for rail. 

Q57  Baroness Eccles of Moulton: But the constraint is artificial rather than practical? 

Mr Fernández: Absolutely artificial.  There is no technical or economic reason for it. 

Q58  Baroness Cohen of Pimlico: It sounds to me as if you are the person we need, in the 

sense that you must have in your company records or in your heads, very clear comparative 

costs on sending, say, a tonne of material by road, rail or air.  We would find that very useful, 

if it were not a matter of commercial confidence, because it would get into our heads what the 

prize is if we carried more on to rail.  Would it be possible for that to be provided outside this 

meeting? 

Mr Fernández: Yes, I can do so.  I would just like to say that one thing is the price and the 

other is the cost.  The price is given by the road.  The road is the leader, so anyone trying to 

compete with the road has to match the price of the road, so our prices to customers are 
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always lower.  Because the quality is lower, so the price is lower.  When the price is higher 

because the cost of the railway is higher, we cannot do the business as we do not cover the 

cost.  I can give you the cost of the road; that is no problem.  I can also give you the cost of 

the rail, but no rail in this continent will agree with me about the cost because not even they 

know the cost.  Until last week I was Chairman of the European Association of Private 

Owners and we made a study of the cost of the track, only the track.  It is just a calculation to 

understand and know the cost of the track, because the track for freight is cheaper than the 

track for passengers; but we have not got any response yet, so the only study to date in this 

continent about the cost of the track for freight was done by private wagon owners.  I can give 

you this information. 

Q59  Lord St John of Bletso: Mr Fernández, we have covered a lot of ground today and, of 

course, one of the key issues has been the lack of reliability and of consistency.  You 

mentioned that 75 per cent of your business is with rail freight; you gave a veiled threat that in 

the transportation of goods rail freight accounts for just seven per cent and could possibly 

even collapse from that level.  We have gone through issues in your evidence, such as loading 

and unloading; you mentioned the problems of state enterprises where passenger travelling 

takes precedence over goods freight, and the lack of competition and lack of transparency.  

One of the issues which I found very interesting in the evidence from Ford was the need for 

harmonisation and standards of performance.  It was quite clear that there needs to be more 

harmonisation in order for us to see greater liberalisation of the freight market.  How realistic 

is it for these problems to be resolved?  Quite clearly, with the point that Lord Walpole made 

of escalating oil prices, who knows how much higher they are going to go?  Personally, I 

think they are going to go down from these levels but even so this is a massive subject.  The 

issue really is, what is the longevity, what is the sustainability of the rail freight market going 

forward unless these issues that have been raised today can be overcome? 
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Mr Fernández: In our organisation we are talking about interoperability.  Many people have 

been working on making the European railway interoperable, so any engine can go from one 

country to the other.  This has to be done to implement liberalisation but I see that the people 

of the European Commission have been working hard on this issue and today this is not the 

problem.  Transfesa in the eighties was sending to this country 250,000 tonnes of oranges and 

the railway was not interoperable, but the quality of the service was good. So the quality of 

the service has deteriorated because railways have focused on passengers and they were 

determined to compete with aeroplanes and buses. They have increased the speed of the rails.  

As soon as they increased the speed of the rails for passengers, they reduced the capacity of 

the line and the one thing that has been suffering from that is freight.  Our trains moving 

components in this continent have to run at a speed of 120 kilometres per hour.  To make two 

axle wagons able to run at 120 kilometres per hour is very expensive.  It costs 40 per cent 

more than normal wagons and we spend 30 per cent more in maintenance on this, for nothing 

because we do not have any profit for that speed, we do not improve the service for 

customers.  It is just because we have to live with the passengers.   Unless we are able to go at 

a high speed we will not be able to have the path quality we are receiving.  We will receive 

even worse quality.  Interoperability is necessary to implement liberalisation but before that 

we believe that there should be political decisions.  Somebody should decide to stop 

discriminating against freight in favour of passengers because, unless this is done, the benefit 

of liberalisation will not arrive in time to change this situation.  As you know, liberalisation 

started in March last year.  Very little has happened since then, and full liberalisation will not 

be reached until 2010.  We believe that freight will not be able to support this situation for so 

many years.  The problem is path allocation preference. 

Q60  Lord Shutt of Greetland: We do have delays, Mr Fernández.  I have had a delay today 

because of a late running train and therefore I have not had the benefit of hearing everything 
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you have had to say.  Following on what you have just said, I understand the preference for 

the passenger that has been referred to, but it seems to me, that from about seven o’clock in 

the evening till six in the morning there are not that many passengers moving around.  There 

are some but there are very restricted services for ten or 11 hours in the day.  It was always 

thought that freight moved in the night – we used to have mail trains at one time.  What is the 

position at night?  Are you still having bother with the French and the Germans even with 

getting trains through during the night? 

Mr Fernández: This was the case when the railways were moving internal traffic in their own 

countries and when the railways were running 400 kilometres or 500 kilometres.  Now we are 

talking about our trains running an average of 2,000 kilometres, so if you leave at night in 

Spain you are in France in the morning and in Germany in the afternoon, so it is really 

difficult.  We try to run at night but it is really difficult to organise freight trains at night 

everywhere.  We have to go from Dagenham to Valencia, as was said before, in 48 hours, so 

in some countries we have to run during the day. 

Q61   Lord Swinfen: Mr Fernández, you have already indicated that the greater degree of 

liberalisation of the rail freight market in some countries gives a better service to the 

customers.  Would you like to expand on this and give us some examples? 

Mr Fernández: One example is the United Kingdom.  This country used to have a very small 

market share, even as small as Spain, ten years ago, and now I believe the market share in this 

country has gone up to ten per cent which is quite good.  I believe that this was achievable, 

despite the size of the country, because you have to bear in mind that most of the industry is 

localised in the south of the country, so the average distance in this country is still small for 

rail.  Therefore, even though rail has managed to reach that market share, imagine what could 

happen if EWS, for instance, was able to run its own trains and its own engines down to 

Milan or to Valencia.  Again, rail is competitive over 300 or, even better, 500 kilometres.  The 
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main problem for the operators in this country is that they arrive in France and they have to 

leave the train in the hands of the French railways.  Germany is also doing well.  DB is giving 

a good service, much better than Renfe or SNCF, and is competing with other operators like 

Rail4Chem5. Rail4Chem is a profitable company and has been able to achieve a reasonable 

market share in the last three or four years.  I think when liberalisation starts, public railways 

will start to be managed in a different way. 

Q62  Lord Swinfen: We have been talking mainly so far of western Europe.  What is the 

position with the newer nations coming into the EU? 

Mr Fernández: These countries are still keeping up quite good market share.  They came 

from 90 per cent ten years ago. They still have 30 or 40 per cent.  Of course the road has been 

winning market share in these countries but the aim of the Commission is to try to develop the 

railway there in order not to continue losing market share.  Again, it depends on the 

liberalisation of these countries as well, if other operators are able to get into these countries 

railway will keep its strong position. Otherwise I believe the same might happen as in western 

Europe. 

Q63  Baroness Eccles of Moulton: It is really a question of harmonisation and whether you 

can see that improvements to the interoperability to the international traffic would be 

benefited by that.  You have talked about the benefits of not having these rather ridiculous-

sounding restrictions on drivers but what about harmonising their length and axle weight  – 

the harmonisation of the infrastructure? 

Mr Fernández: It would be of great advantage to rail.  To implement liberalisation for the rail 

network in Europe would be unwise.  In fact, I think the European Rail Agency will do a good 
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job in this field and should assume some responsibility for managing corridors that go from 

one country to another because this is the other problem.  Even with liberalisation most of the 

operators will have to deal with different track operators, such as Network Rail in this 

country, DB Net in Germany, RFF in France and so on; having to deal with so many net 

managers is also a problem.  There should be some kind of a European body able to manage 

the net on a continuing basis in order to be more efficient.  The net should be harmonised with 

the same electric tension, the same length of trains, the same signalling system and so on.  It 

should be managed in a unified way and not on a local basis, and the ERA6 could do that. 

Q64  Baroness Eccles of Moulton: In the Third Railway Package there is a Directive about 

maintaining standards and signing up to them through the contracts and then imposing 

penalties if they are not met.  Do you think it can really be left to the market, and to 

competition as it arrives, to deal with that, or do you think there needs to be some 

compulsion? 

Mr Fernández: We are in favour of this compulsory compensation scheme.  I should 

distinguish two stages.  In the short run we are in favour because anything that is done to 

improve the quality is very welcome but we also have to realise that compensation only will 

not solve the problem because the problem today lies in the way a railway is managed. I could 

say that some railways do not have an interest in freight.  They have an accounting system 

under which they believe they lose money with freight.  At the same time, they believe they 

earn money with passengers.  They manage the passengers on dedicated lines because they 

have preference, according to their figures, so they earn money and they achieve a perfect 

service.  On freight they lose money and they are blamed for everything, so they are not 

interested in freight.  This is what should be changed.  If a compensation scheme stimulates 

change, fair enough, but in the short run I do not think that only penalisation will solve the 
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problem.  In the long run, without a doubt, the compensation scheme should also be applied 

because even with a fully liberalised railway, the main railroads are going to have a 

predominant position and they can favour some against others. With a compensation scheme 

at least we should have some kind of guarantee that treatment is going to be the same for 

everybody. 

Q65  Chairman: Given that passenger traffic is substantial on rail networks and no 

government is going to set its face against passenger traffic – indeed in France they have 

dedicated passenger lines as you say – one of your suggestions in your written evidence was 

that there should be more dedicated freight lines.  I will ask you what in this country might be 

called the nuclear question, and that is, if it is such a good idea why is the market place not 

funding freight lines?  In other words, if it is profitable, if it is simply not good accounting 

systems, why is the market place not funding dedicated freight lines? 

Mr Fernández: First of all I would like to explain that state rail companies are efficient.  

They produce quality when they are working on dedicated lines.  They do it at high speed; 

they do it for the commuters.  This is why we are asking for dedicated lines because freight is 

completely different, for technical and economic reasons, from passengers.  Passengers 

receive good quality because they run on dedicated lines, so freight should be successful if it 

is run on dedicated lines.  Then we have to bear in mind that market share in passengers in 

this continent is six per cent.  If we take out the passengers that are running on high speed 

trains and commuters, the rest of the passenger rail has only around two per cent market 

share, so it is not important.  We really believe that the only business able to support the 

180,000 kilometres of railway lines in this continent is freight.  Spain, for instance, has 

initiated a strategy for transport by building a high speed net.  From my point of view it is 

madness.  It requires a large amount of money.  The government is spending money investing 

in high speed lines to everywhere where there is no economic volume to support these lines 
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so, at the same time, the government will be obliged to subsidise these high speed lines for 

ever.  Passengers have other more economic and efficient ways to get around, by aeroplane or 

by bus.  Freight unfortunately has not.  This is something that decision makers in this 

continent have to realise in order to stop freight discrimination7. 

Q66  Lord Geddes: Before I come to the last question I wanted to pick up an answer you 

gave to Baroness Eccles previously on interoperability.  You were talking of an entity, a 

European body, to (my words, not yours) drive through common factors in axle weights or 

power or bridge heights or whatever it may be.  How do you see that?  Do you think private 

industry can do that?  Would that have to come from Brussels?  Would it be a political thing?  

What is your vision of that? 

Mr Fernández: I was talking about the European Rail Agency.  The role of the European Rail 

Agency is going to be to supervise and to orientate for technical reasons and nothing more.  

What I would say is that, perhaps, the European Rail Agency should assume responsibility for 

the management of certain corridors that are important for the movement of freight.  This is 

my idea. 

Q67  Lord Geddes: The question I was going to ask is the parochial one as to what your 

opinion is regarding the British rail freight system.  How adequate or inadequate is it in your 

opinion and what should the Government (whatever Government it might be) be doing to 

make it better? 

Mr Fernández: I believe that what has been done in this country is the envy of its neighbours.  

I think you have gone far because you have already liberalised and privatised the railway and 
                                                 
7 Transfesa is participating in a consortium of European companies to develop the New Opera project, involving 
the setting up of 15,000km of a railway net solely dedicated to freight. The project was given the highest mark 
among the 11 presented to receive finance for the study under the 6th Framework Programme. 
On 1 January 2005, the European Commission will take over the Project and will finance its study with about    
€4 million. Enclosed is the qualification paper in which you can see the participating companies (not printed). 
We have no doubt that the project will be granted the necessary financing, as the services through that net will 
produce a good income. 
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I suppose this is the reason why the business of freight transport by rail in this country has 

improved.  The only thing that you should do now is to try to help the private rail operators go 

to the neighbouring countries with their own locomotives.  Otherwise this country is too small 

to make rail freight transport competitive and profitable.  I think this country is doing a good 

job on this issue but to improve even further you should invest a little money to improve rail 

productivity. For example, wagons are too small in this country and some investment to 

increase the gauge in some corridors would improve the productivity.  This has been done 

already in the line from the Channel Tunnel to London.  Now European gauge wagons can 

come up to London, this could also be done up to Birmingham or even  up to Liverpool, 

perhaps in one or two corridors to allow wagons with a bigger gauge to get there8. 

Q68  Chairman: Can I ask you what was not meant to be the last question but will be? How 

will the three railway Packages of EU legislation help to solve these problems?  Do you 

believe yourself that there is a political will in key Member States to take the necessary steps 

to implement these Packages in the kind of time-scale you have been talking about, bearing in 

mind that the implication, as you have eloquently said, is highlighting a conflict between 

passenger and freight movement.  Will there be a political will to tackle it and achieve real 

liberalisation? 

Mr Fernández: I think the job that has been done by the Commission was good enough.  I 

think that all the Packages and Directives are enough to implement liberalisation in this 

continent, but unfortunately local governments have done very little to implement them.  This 

is the main problem.  I think local governments should realise that they have to implement 

these Directives and these Packages as soon as possible.  Again, I believe that now we are a 

                                                 
8 Other decisions that would facilitate the management of the line both for freight and passengers would be the 
enlargement of rail sidings. Rail sidings of several kilometres would allow passenger trains to overtake freight 
trains without the latter having to stop completely: this would also allow much longer trains (only 750 metres 
long at present), therefore there would be an increase of productivity leading to a quicker return of the 
investment. 
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little bit late because even if we speed up the implementation of the Directives and the 

Packages and if we speed up liberalisation, the effect of this liberalisation, to change the 

minds of the public companies in this continent, will take too long so there should be political 

decisions.  For instance, if I am in one path with one engine and I am on time, and the 

passenger is late, my engine should not be taken from our freight train to the passenger train.  

At least we should achieve respect for the train timetables.  For instance, this will be a big 

advantage because most of the delays to freight are caused by restrictions because a passenger 

train is late, so the freight train waits until the passenger train goes by and then loses the next 

connection and the next path.  Let the freight trains run in their own paths at their own time at 

least.  Otherwise, if we have to wait for liberalisation I am not very optimistic. 

Chairman: On that note of realism I fear we must come to an end for this session.  Can I 

thank you and your colleague very warmly indeed.  You have come quite a way to see us.  It 

is greatly appreciated and you have been very helpful to us. Thank you very much indeed. 


