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The European Railway Agency
Established in 2004 and based in Valenciennes (France), the European Union Railway Agency (ERA)
was set up with a view to revitalising the European rail sector and creating a single European
railway area through the elimination of operational and regulatory differences across EU rail
systems. The Fourth Railway Package, which is currently under consideration, includes a proposal
for a new Regulation on ERA which would modify its structure and expand the scope of its activities.

Context
Over the years, European rail networks have evolved with different standards, systems and technical
specifications for infrastructure, making it more costly and complicated to run a train from one country to
another. In a 2005 Communication, the European Commission noted, for example, that more than
20 signalling and speed control systems operated in Europe, hampering the competitiveness of rail
transport. Rail technical compatibility, defined as interoperability, is therefore of primary importance. In
order to contribute to addressing this challenge, ERA was established as a decentralised regulatory agency,
with the overarching objective of setting up and integrating the European railway area. It is also tasked with
improving rail safety, which is still a critical factor, as shown by the July 2013 rail disaster in Galicia.

Objectives and tasks
ERA’s general objectives are defined in Article 1 of its founding Regulation: to contribute to the
implementation of Community legislation aimed at improving the competitive position of the railway sector
by enhancing the level of interoperability of railway systems and at developing a common approach to
safety. ERA's tasks were broadened in 2008, notably regarding the development of the European rail traffic
management system (ERTMS), which enables control of rail traffic through a single signalling and
communication standard. To provide technical assistance in its areas of responsibility, ERA can address
recommendations to the Commission or issue opinions to it or to the relevant national authorities.
Railway safety and interoperability
ERA develops, promotes and monitors a common EU methodology for safety management and governance
for all stakeholders. For this purpose, it draws up and recommends Common Safety Methods (CSM) and
Common Safety Targets (CST). The former are methods developed to assess safety levels and compliance
with other safety requirements. The latter are the safety levels that must at least be reached by different
parts of the rail system (conventional, high-speed or tunnels, for example) and by the system as a whole. In
promoting safety, ERA cooperates with the National Safety Authorities (NSA) and National Investigating
Bodies (NIB) in the Member States. It created a network of NSAs to coordinate their performances and
harmonise decision-making processes, and presents an annual report to the Commission in this regard.
In the field of interoperability, ERA provides technical support for questions related mainly to infrastructure,
rolling stock and traffic management systems. Most importantly, it organises the work aimed at drafting,
revising and updating the Technical Specifications for Interoperability (TSIs) for all components of the railway
system. ERA cooperates with the European standardisation bodies, in particular in the electro-technical
(CEN/Cenelec) and telecommunications fields (ETSI) to ensure coordination between them and the TSIs. ERA
also works with intergovernmental or international rail organisations and with the notified bodies (NB-Rail)
to coordinate operational, technical and legal aspects of railway interoperability. The notified bodies are
independent organisations which assess the conformity of rail interoperability elements with the
requirements of TSIs.
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Other tasks
ERA must provide the railway community and public users with access to databases and registers relating to
infrastructure and vehicle data. Safe and interoperable rail services rely also on competent staff; therefore,
the Agency develops with the Commission a common frame of requirements with regard to vocational
education and staff certification. These activities also concern the certification system for train drivers in
Europe. Additionally, as the system authority of ERTMS (the rail traffic management system), the Agency
maintains the technical specifications of, and manages any modification to, this system. Under specified
conditions, third countries can participate in ERA activities: Norway has been a member since 2005 and
Switzerland has also launched projects in this regard.

Structure and functioning
ERA is an EU body with legal personality. It is managed by an Executive Director and has an Administrative
Board. The latter, with a five-year term of office, is composed of one representative per Member State, four
representatives of the Commission and one non-voting representative for each of the following six
categories: railway undertakings, industry, infrastructure managers, workers' unions, passengers and freight
customers. The Administrative Board adopts ERA's general report and work programme and appoints its
Executive Director (also for a five-year term), who draws up the work programme and establishes an
evaluation system of ERA's operational achievements. The Executive Director submits an annual report to
the European Parliament on the Agency’s activities. In January 2015, Joseph Doppelbauer was appointed to
this post. ERA currently has 137 staff.
ERA is chiefly financed from the EU budget, except for some third countries' contributions. The 2014-20
financial framework makes provision for €182.1 million for the Agency, of which €25.6 million for 2015.
Every year, the European Court of Auditors reviews the Agency's accounts and the legality of its transactions:
the report for 2013 provided a positive statement of assurance thereon.

Recent and future developments
In an endeavour to assess the functioning of decentralised agencies globally and improve their governance,
efficiency and accountability, the EU embarked on an interinstitutional dialogue leading in 2012 to the
Common Approach on Agencies and to an implementation and follow-up instrument, known as the
Roadmap. In January 2013, the Commission tabled six legislative proposals, collectively referred to as the
Fourth Railway Package and still under debate, comprising a market pillar and a technical pillar. The latter
directly affects ERA's future and comprises three interlinked proposals: a new Regulation on ERA and recasts
of the safety and interoperability Directives. After progress achieved on these files during the Latvian
Presidency, the EP and the Council reached an agreement on the technical pillar on 17 June 2015.
The proposed regulation introduces new tasks for ERA such as issuing safety certificates, and granting
authorisations for placing vehicles on the market and for bringing control-command and signalling systems
into service. It also introduces new monitoring tasks for NSAs and notified bodies, in particular through
inspections and audits. The establishment of an Executive Board as well as the setting up of independent
Board(s) of appeal against ERA decisions is planned. The new regulation also provides for new sources of
funding for ERA, coming from the fees paid by applicants for certificates and authorisations. The recast
directive on safety seeks mainly to introduce a new single safety certificate system for EU railway
undertakings, granted by the ERA. At the same time, it would revise the NSAs' role.

The European Parliament
In April 2015, the EP granted the 2013 discharge decision for ERA accompanied by a resolution containing a
number of recommendations. In its observations, as a result of new tasks planned for ERA, the EP mentioned the
need for additional funding, part of which should come from fees levied on the railway industry. Moreover, in
order to save financial resources, it called for a single location for the Agency, which while based in Valenciennes
has conference facilities in Lille.

In January 2015, the Committee on Transport and Tourism organised an exchange of views with the newly
appointed ERA Executive Director, which focused inter alia on safety and competitiveness issues. He emphasised
the importance of a stable and affordable ERTMS, of a future European solution for rail noise and of ERA’s
information activities. Members' questions mainly covered the Fourth Railway Package and its impact on ERA
staffing needs, the relationships between ERA and NSAs and the issue of the Agency’s twin locations.
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