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RAIL TRANSPORT TICKETING SYSTEMS 

AND PRICING 

 
 
 

INTRODUCTION 

 

 
The working document entitled Rail Transport Ticketing Systems and Pricing, summarized here, was 
prepared by Ineco of Madrid (E), as part of the 1998 research programme of the European Parliament’s 
Directorate-General of Research, acting on a proposal by the Parliament’s Committee on Transport and 
Tourism. The purpose of the study is to supply a knowledge base for the integration of computerized 
ticketing systems in the rail transport sector, which have not yet been integrated in the same way as those 
for air travel. The problems of integration are not always technical or commercial in nature: it is now 
possible, without major additional costs, to integrate the systems in the various countries so as to make 
them compatible. Technological compatibility and advances in ticketing harmonization can bring about a 
cost reduction and have a beneficial effect on the rail transport mode’s share of the international 
passenger traffic market. 
 
This study looks at the situation in the Member States and many Candidate States (Bulgaria, the Czech 
Republic, Estonia, Hungary, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland, Romania, Slovakia and Slovenia), plus two other 
States of continental Europe, Norway (an EEA member) and Switzerland. 
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I ANALYSIS AND DIAGNOSIS OF THE PRESENT SITUATION: THE GENERAL 

FRAMEWORK 

 

 

1. The institutional framework
1 

 
Europe’s rail companies are currently going through a process of change whose ultimate purpose is to 
bring them into line with Community Directives 91/440, 95/18 and 95/19, calling for the introduction of 
a more competitive environment in the European rail travel sector. Not all countries are adapting at the 
same speed, or on the same scale, as regards the reforms introduced for this purpose, but it does seem 
clear that these changes will necessarily force companies to react to the increase in the level of real or 
potential competition in the marketplace which, in one way or another, will have repercussions on their 
pricing policies. 
 
At the present time, the majority of European rail companies are in the public sector and, although they 
operate autonomously and independently of the appropriate ministry, they frequently receive public 
financing under contracts which specify the objectives that operators are required to meet. 
 
Among the 26 companies that completed and returned the questionnaire, 7 are public sector operators 
integrated into their respective national railways authorities, 17 are independently managed public sector 
operators and 2 are private sector operators. 
 
In all countries considered except the United Kingdom, Sweden, Switzerland and Latvia, the ministry 
exercises some form of control over fares. The extent of this control ranges from a mere obligation upon 
the operator to disclose prices to the ministry (Spain, France, Bulgaria and Finland) to the imposition of 
maximum price levels by the ministry (Lithuania, Italy, Hungary, Denmark and Norway). In some cases 
the operator proposes the fare scales but they are subject to ministerial approval (Germany, Romania, 
Greece and Ireland). 
 
 
2. UIC rules on fare scales, marketing and technology 

 
The International Union of Railways (UIC) has drawn up a series of standards designed to establish 
unified relations between the various rail authorities for international passenger travel.  
 
The standards are published regularly and are of three different types: mandatory standards, 
recommendations and mixed standards. These can be classified as follows: (1) international passenger 
fares and applicable documents, (2) methods of calculating international transport costs, (3) statistics for 
calculating international prices, (4) coordination of the supply of international passenger services, (5) 
computerized communication systems, (6) marketing of services, (7) reservation of seats in international 
transport. 
 
 
3. Marketing: conventional distribution  

 

The principal distribution outlet for the marketing of rail travel comprises the stations of the various 
networks. Metropolitan, local and regional services account for the majority of traffic. In these cases, the 
transport document is purchased immediately before the train leaves or is paid for in the form of a 
weekly or monthly season ticket, or by chipcard. The increasing specialization of transport has created 
market segments adapting supply to passenger needs, and determining the most suitable mode and type 

                                                 
1 See the working document for a detailed account of the institutional aspects of the railways in the various 
countries studied. 
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of service depending on the user’s needs and profile. Journey characteristics and user profiles 
corresponding to the various transport modes are:  
 
• Air transport offers greater versatility for distances in excess of 1 000 km, although over some 

routes with a high level of demand or difficult land access this mode is competitive even at distances 
of less than 500 km. In principle, it is suitable for business travel and international tourism. The 
passenger profile is that of the businessman with medium–high purchasing power, although the 
recent liberalization of air transport is reducing fares so that the range of user types is currently very 
wide. 

 
• High-speed rail travel has similar characteristics to air transport as far as the user profile is 

concerned, but is restricted to shorter routes of 350–700 km (2–4 hours). In the last ten years it has 
gained various advantages over air travel in this range of distances, since it offers better “door-to-
door” seating conditions and similar or greater advantages in price, quality, regularity and reliability. 
This position is being strengthened by the construction of new high-speed lines which are being 
planned for Europe during the next ten years and will form a major network of high-quality rail 
services.  

 
• Conventional international rail transport accounts for rates ranging from 10% of all passengers in 

large countries, or countries with few frontiers, to 40% in small countries, especially those whose 
geographical position means that they have numerous borders. In other words, in countries like 
Germany, Spain and France, journeys 600 km in length may still be within the province of national 
rail travel, whereas this is impossible in countries such as Belgium, Luxembourg and the 
Netherlands.  

 
Even so, according to the statistics provided by the networks, international travel is becoming more 
important in the wake of the development of the high-speed lines, which in some cases cover 
international routes. On long-distance international routes, the passenger profile combines those with 
lower purchasing power than air users and those who use the luxury services of the rail sleepers. 
 
The need for an improvement in the marketing of rail transport is one inconvenient aspect of the legacy 
of the past, and this problem has yet to be solved by the current process of change and new attitudes that 
have affected European railways in recent years. The marketing of rail tickets exhibits various 
weaknesses, such as lack of proactive marketing, less variety of fare scales than the air transport mode, 
lack of transparency in fare pricing, rigid management and non-use of such methods as “yield 
management”, but there can be no doubt that these problems will be solved in the near future by means 
of an integrated supply taking advantage of all the available technology—including the Internet—to meet 
users’ needs. 
 
The rail system therefore needs a change of attitude towards distribution, resembling in some ways the 
air ticket distribution system—advance reservation, check-in procedures and frequent cancellations —in 
contrast to the rail reservation system, where a booking involves making a physical seat on the train 
unavailable. In fact, the high-speed railway operators are adopting commercial criteria similar to those 
employed for the air travel mode. 
 
The integration of rail ticket distribution and sales is subject to many technological and connective 
limitations as regards interoperability and compatibility, inherited from the computer architectures of the 
national systems, although new developments such as Eurostar and Thalys are setting new standards in 
distribution. 
 
The rail services’ reservation and sales arrangements, set up for internal routes within the actual country 
where they are marketed, are handled efficiently by the rail authorities’ own systems. In general, rail 
transport does not have integrated booking and sales systems comparable to those of air transport, which 
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makes distribution considerably more difficult in the case of international routes or the reservation of 
internal routes from outside the country; this has a negative impact on their marketing policy. 
 
The rail SIRs (Integrated Reservation Systems) are not really integrated with one another, and 
reservations and sales on international routes are still difficult. Nevertheless, sales and reservation 
services have been improving during the last five years, moving closer to the air transport system. At 
present, the European Commission is undertaking a study, involving a number of European rail 
authorities, with a view to developing a single sales and reservation system throughout Europe.  This, if 
it should become operational, would make it possible to solve the problems arising from incompatibility 
between systems and significantly facilitate the marketing of international rail tickets. 
 
Nevertheless, the GDSs (Global Distribution Systems) are undertakings controlled, for the most part, by 
the airlines; they are interconnected and allow access to information on all airlines, together with 
additional information such as hotels and car hire. To utilize the advantages of the GDSs over the SIRs, 
some rail authorities have developed SIR rail sales and reservation systems through one of the GDSs, 
offering services of connectivity and interoperability between similar networks and modes. At present, 
the SNCF’s Socrate system, developed from American Airlines’ Sabre, is fully functional in France, with 
the possibility of adoption by other specific services of other networks, and is significantly easing the 
problem of international sales and reservations. 
 
At the present time, the technology exists to enable a passenger to reserve a seat in Spain for an 
international train between, for example, Copenhagen and Oporto, thanks to the efficient functioning of 
the Hermes network. In practice, however, regular reservations are only possible for tickets 
corresponding to those countries along the train’s route in which the rail company of the country where 
the ticket is issued has signed commercial agreements with the national operators. 
 
It would be true to say that the low demand for conventional international rail transport is the main 
reason why the existing technical and commercial problems have not yet been entirely solved. 
Nevertheless, on international rail routes and high-quality services such as high-speed rail, the problems 
have been solved through specific systems linked to bilateral marketing agreements. Ultimately, where a 
strongly established demand exists, so does an adequate supply. 
 
Owing to the increase in certain types of quality rail service and the difficulty of marketing them in other 
countries, some rail companies have set up sales offices, or enterprises in which the operator itself has an 
interest, in the countries with which well established rail links exist, with a view to boosting the sales of 
tickets of one or more operators abroad.1  
 
The development of the European rail network over more than a century, with numerous stations, 
generates a capillary effect, which the airport network cannot provide to the air transport mode. The 
majority of rail ticket distribution takes place through the company’s stations and offices, unlike airline 
sales, most of which are handled by travel agents. The majority of rail sales and reservations are arranged 
through the network’s stations, although the percentage of the total varies significantly depending on the 
type of service offered, as can be seen from the following table: 

 

                                                 
1 In the context of the studies summarized here, an advance booking experiment was carried out with Rail Europe, a 
subsidiary of SNCF, which markets international rail tickets in countries other than France, using the Socrate 
system: the Madrid-based Ineco contacted the Rail Europe office in the Spanish capital by telephone and booked a 
seat from Paris to Warsaw. In a total time of four minutes, the Rail Europe agent had asked the points of departure 
and arrival and the date and approximate time of travel. The Ineco operative was told the departure time of the 
train, its arrival time at the intermediate station—Cologne—and the times of departure from Cologne and arrival in 
Warsaw. Similarly, two first-class non-smoking seats were requested on the first part of the route and a sleeping 
compartment for the second. The agent supplied the total price of the journey and the deadline for collecting the 
ticket. 
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TYPE OF SERVICE 
% RESERVATIONS THROUGH RAIL 

NETWORKS’ OWN STATIONS AND OFFICES 

LOCAL 100 

REGIONAL 95–100 

LONG-DISTANCE 50–75 

INTERNATIONAL 30–90 

HIGH-SPEED 20–50 

 
These figures should be regarded merely as indicative of the average situation, since, for example, the 
geographical position of a country (whether on the periphery or at the centre of Europe) and its size (the 
question of international travel in Luxembourg as compared with Germany) cause significant variations 
in these figures. 
 
The distribution structure that relies on the operator’s personnel is more rigid and has higher fixed costs 
than the air travel system, which is based on distribution through travel agencies that pay commissions 
on sales to the operator, a more flexible system. At the present time, rail travel commissions have 
reached levels close to those paid in air travel. Nevertheless, the income received by the rail companies is 
considerably lower than that of the airlines, all the more so if intercontinental and business class flights 
are taken into account.  
 
The reason is that rail travel is currently a secondary line of business for the travel agencies, which obtain 
the majority of their income from selling package tours, flights and hotel reservations, since the agencies’ 
income derives from the commissions and, in general, air ticket prices and hotels’ commissions are more 
profitable for them than the sale of conventional rail tickets. 
 
The current policy of some European rail operators is moving back towards increasing the sale of tickets 
through the travel agencies, which are regarded as the most appropriate distribution outlet for the 
purposes of obtaining market shares similar to those of the air travel mode. The reason for this is that the 
travel agencies are traditionally better equipped to sell, with the ability to reorient and advise their 
customers on a greater variety of travel modes and destinations. From this angle, it should be 
remembered that a person who arrives at a station goes to purchase a rail ticket when he already knows, a 
priori, where he is going and, of course, by what form of transport, whereas in a travel agency the 
customer can frequently be offered a variety of options. The travel agencies are beginning to take an 
interest in rail sales and reservations for the following reasons:  
 
• Falling air travel prices and hence falling commissions. 
 
• Increasing competition between agencies.  
 
• Increase in the number of higher-quality and high-cost rail services—international and high-speed. 
 
• The narrowing price gap between first- and second-class fares has enabled the first-class service to 

be sold more frequently in recent years, since it offers improved services in terms of comfort to 
certain segments of the market, given that the price is not a deterrent. Similarly, trains are being 
filled more easily, first-class tickets being purchased when second-class ones are not available; a few 
years ago, with price differences of between 80 and 100%, this sector of demand was lost to other 
modes of transport, such as buses. 

 
• Greater utilization of the customer care service by rail users. 
 
• Inclusion of the rail reservation option in the GDS systems. 
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• Increase in demand for intermodal transport, with successive stages of a journey being covered by air 
and rail. 

 
• At present, the rail price systems are more transparent that they were a few years ago, the fare scales 

being less complex and the software used requiring a lower level of training for agency staff. 
 
This new situation may have favourable effects on the economics of travel agencies and bring about a 
change of attitude in the distribution of certain types of travel in the rail sector, with rationalization of the 
number of ticket windows and rail company personnel at the company’s stations and offices. In the 
marketing of rail transport, the travel agencies have specialized in particular market niches:  
 
• High-speed services: These are long-distance services where quality standards are high. The 

passenger prefers to purchase his ticket before reaching the station, avoiding shortage of seats, 
queuing and waiting. Although the preferred mode for business travel is still by air, the entry into 
operation of high-speed services in certain corridors and the encouragement of intermodal travel 
combining rail and air have captured a segment of travel demand whose principal motive is business. 
This type of passenger uses the same travel agencies from which he buys airline tickets, which offer 
him a better service, know his preferences and enable him to avoid the need to queue at stations and 
problems with seat availability.  

 
• International services: In the larger European countries such as Germany, Spain and France, 

international travel in a great many cases involves spending the night on board the train, so that the 
number of sleeping cars is high. In such cases, it is customary to make reservations in advance 
through travel agencies. A special mention should be made of international services such as Thalys 
and Eurostar, which offer features that are more similar to the air travel mode. 

 
• Travel included in a package holiday: If the package is sold through a travel agency, the agency 

supplies the rail travel segment as part of the package. The travel agencies which offer added value 
to the customer will grow faster. This aspect is less important than the other two and is focused on 
specific rail services.  

 
In recent years, rail operators have been addressing rail marketing in a manner better suited to the new 
competition criteria applying in other modes such as air travel, with aggressive passenger recruitment 
policies. This process involves improving the services provided by the stations and the quality of the 
rolling stock and infrastructure, diversification of the supply of rail services, transparency of fares, 
aggressive marketing and encouraging distribution through travel agencies. 
 
The demand for improved customer service by rail passengers is closely linked to the development of 
high-quality rail services—international and high-speed routes—which match the business user profile, 
so that rail operators have provided special customer services for passengers at their stations, spending 
substantial resources on both installations and training.  
 
Thus, the station employee has to provide a quality ticket sales service, with the ability to offer similar 
alternatives if the desired option is not available, and with acceptable waiting times. Consequently, the 
technical, commercial, cultural and language training of these sales operatives is an important factor in 
improving direct marketing.  
 
On the other hand, the rail operators have in recent years been improving their understanding of market 
characteristics and user profiles, through programmes for evaluating travel agency sales, issuing loyalty 
cards and rail travel miles and organizing surveys on preferences and perceived quality.  
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Understanding regular customers and securing their loyalty will enable the service supplied to be better 
adapted to their needs, bearing in mind that on some European rail networks 5% of the customers are 
responsible for 50% of the journeys. The main railway authorities, and bodies such as Rail Europe, have 
introduced their own loyalty cards. 
 
In some cases, these loyalty programmes involve high maintenance and marketing costs for the 
associated discounts. For this reason, the rail operators are restricting the issuing, distribution and 
benefits of loyalty cards in some cases, preferring systems such as rail company credit cards involving 
financial services which are beneficial to the operator and generally entail lower administration and 
insurance costs. 
 
As a move towards facilitating the provision of information and solving the problem of issuing 
international tickets, which may entail special difficulties, some rail operators have set up international 
telephone information centres which receive inquiries internally from other terminals. These centres 
receive most of their calls from the travel agencies, and arrange the sale or reservation wherever possible.  
 
Some of them use the freephone system. In order for these international information, reservation and 
sales centres to operate efficiently, it is necessary for the method of accessing them and the services they 
provide to be sufficiently well known. At these centres, employee training is a vital factor for their 
successful operation. In general, the increase in sales to wholesalers is greater than the average for other 
sales.1 The tour operators, as wholesalers to the travel agencies, may be useful for marketing large 
numbers of seats, especially in mid-season and low season. 
 
The distribution structure of the air transport mode, using GDS as the system and the travel agencies as 
the outlet, seems sounder than that of the rail travel mode and can be more easily adapted to the market. 
The railways could, therefore, adopt this distribution outlet. Nevertheless, there are some major problems 
whose effect is that the majority of tickets continue to be sold through station booking offices rather than 
travel agencies: 
 
• Rail operation is not as well adjusted as airline operation, which optimizes aircraft occupancy on the 

basis of occupancy statistics and marketing techniques. This situation is possible because the air 
travel mode has systems which process large quantities of data and enable a priori sales and 
reservation behaviour to be determined and monitored and decisions taken in real time. 

 
• It is traditional for rail tickets to be purchased at stations. Distribution through travel agencies 

requires a change of passenger mentality, especially on conventional internal routes. 
 

• The use of the customer care service in the rail sector is not as high as it is in air travel, especially on 
internal routes, because airline passengers use the air travel mode primarily for business travel or 
long-distance journeys, where they will not risk arriving at the station without prior reservation in 
view of the possibility of failing to obtain a seat on the train, or a seat of the right kind. This 
tendency is changing with the high-speed services. 

 
• A large number of travel agencies do not have suitable terminals for issuing rail tickets, and fax the 

ticket request to an office of the rail operator, the latter issuing the ticket and returning it to the 
agency. 

                                                 
1 In general, the rail operators have a service centre for wholesalers, “customer or charter trains”, congresses and 
large groups. 
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• The technology of rail sales and reservation systems is not as advanced as the airline equivalent. 

Specific printers are also needed for each type of ticket, with a stock of tickets of each type and for 
each authority, since there is no rail ticket standard similar to the IATA coupon. These are significant 
problems where the level of demand is considerably lower. 

 
 
4. Marketing: new technologies 

 
The definition of electronic commerce is sharing business information, structured or otherwise, by 
means of various electronic technologies such as electronic mail, the worldwide web, smartcards, 

electronic transfers and EDI between users, service providers and other interested agents. Thus, 
electronic commerce means something more than selling products or services over the Internet. 
 

The new information technologies, such as the Internet, may revolutionize transport sector marketing in 
the medium-term future. The sale and reservation of tickets through electronic commerce is one of the 
instruments now being seen as offering great development possibilities, despite the problems and 
reservations observable today. The travel and tourism sector is one of those in which the immediate 
application of this new technology generates improved benefits for all parties involved: users, travel 
agents and rail companies. The main thrust of the likely results of this development will affect changes in 
the reservation and sale of tickets, simplification of procedures and, ultimately, greater competition. 
 
The technological aspects of electronic commerce are currently sufficiently developed for commercial 
activity to be perfected. Nevertheless, marketing and transaction security problems are currently 
restricting its use. The trend seems to suggest that the methods and procedures that are currently for the 
most part implemented in hard-copy form will in future be replaced by these more flexible instruments. 
 
Regarding the legal question of electronic commerce, in view of the geographical scale of its 
consequences, a general international standard is needed, since there will need to be accurate definition 
of the applicable jurisdiction and the fiscal and insurance aspects, which are currently highly diversified. 
Some small progress has been made in this direction by work undertaken at the UN and the OECD 
guidelines on the encryption of information. It will be extremely useful for the EU to lay down the 
necessary guidelines, and in some cases adopt directives, to enable the Member States to adapt their 
national legislations, giving greater flexibility to electronic procedures. The specific application to the 
case of ticket sales is rooted, as happens in other areas of economic activity, in transaction security. This 
legal loophole is causing problems with the development of Internet selling. The procedure currently 
followed to validate commercial transactions is the conclusion of private agreements or the use of an 
intermediate neutral body which acts as a trustee. 
 
The commercial aspects are subject to the legal ones, so that the transactional procedures collateral to the 
operation would be easy to adapt, although in many of the existing problem situations it is the actual 
procedures that need to be adapted. The establishment of electronic commerce in Europe is undergoing 
rapid development: in the period 1994–8, the number of companies using some form of electronic 
commerce increased from 1% to 29%, according to a study by the European Information Technology 
Observatory (EITO). Expectations for the period 2000–2 in Europe are that the number of companies 
involved, in various countries and economic sectors, will achieve critical mass, so that the conducting of 
transactions by Internet will become customary and widespread. Critical mass is estimated to be 50% of 
companies, in each country and sector. The process by which an undertaking becomes established on the 
Internet normally begins with a website to promote its services; then, after a few months or years, it 
increases its capacity to undertake transactions.  
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Currently, the percentages of undertakings involved in electronic commerce by Internet in the various 
States of the Community are as follows: 32% in Scandinavia, 31% in Germany, 29% in the United 
Kingdom, 23% in Benelux, 13% in the two Iberian States, 12% in Italy and 10% in France (EITO). 
These figures relate to general economic activity, but they may be assumed to be representative of the 
tourism and travel sector. It is interesting to note that, in countries with a high level of development, the 
application of the new technologies is normal. This group would include Germany, the Netherlands, 
Belgium, Scandinavia, Austria, France, Italy, the United Kingdom and even Spain, Portugal and Greece.  
In the eastern countries, however, the role of the Internet and electronic commerce may be very 
important since, the provision of information being highly mediatized, the Internet offers a fundamental 
possibility: while it is relatively simple in the developed countries, in the less developed ones it is a free 
and advanced form of communication, which is becoming a highly efficient instrument amid an 
environment of widespread slowness and inefficiency. 
 
The possibility of broadening their target market is currently the main incentive for the rail operators to 
maintain a network presence, bearing in mind that the cost of developing and maintaining websites on 
the net is minimal, especially when compared with the traditional costs of information and sales.  
 
A priori, the main technical problem derives from the unavailability of Internet access, which requires 
not only a computer but also a modem and an Internet link. Some knowledge of the operation of the 
Internet is also needed, as well as the necessary website addresses. Even so, the number of Internet users 
has been growing exponentially in the last three years, so that it is currently accessible to over 100 
million people; it can therefore be predicted that, in the near future, a high percentage of passengers—
Internet users having a higher than average frequency of travel—will have access to this tool either in 
their homes or at their workplaces. 
 
The Internet can improve distribution by providing the capillary effect offered by the network of stations 
and travel agencies, and can make good the shortcomings in the provision of information, making it 
available more conveniently to the user from his home or workplace.  
 
This tool will make it possible to broaden the target market, providing improved customer service and, 
ultimately, the wherewithal for increasing sales. Consequently, it has the potential to be particularly 
valuable to new, specialist private operators handling small amounts of traffic over small numbers of 
routes and needing to optimize their information, reservation and ticket sales resources. The main 
problems concerning reservation and sales systems relate to consumer habits and the fact that the product 
is not well suited to the new distribution outlet of the Internet.  
 
Further difficulties relate to problems of information security, trust, payment methods and network 
speed, and these have not yet been solved in some cases. Consequently, the majority of companies are 
supplying information, and in some cases a reservation system, but not direct ticket sales. The brief 
experience available of marketing travel services over the Internet shows that the air travel mode receives 
more than 50 million Internet hits per month, although these result in only 10 000 reservations. 
Nevertheless, there have been indications that a number of journeys have been arranged through the 
Internet, even though they have not been marketed through this distribution outlet, mainly owing to 
problems of confidence in the security of the net. It is an increasingly frequent occurrence for Internet 
users to print out timetables and fares (where available) and then visit an agency or the company offices 
with details of the ticket they require. This hybrid system—information through the Internet and 
reservation or sale through traditional outlets—may have a big future until the problems of confidence in 
network security are finally solved.  
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In order to promote Internet sales and reservations, it will be necessary for the user to find it 
advantageous to reserve and purchase tickets by this method, which can be arranged by passing on to 
him in some way the reduction in distribution costs for the rail operators. For example, some airlines 
have devised a reward system based on crediting points to the cards of frequent travellers, in view of the 
proven acceptance of this system with other forms of promotion. 
 
As yet, commercial practices similar to those of the air travel mode, such as last-minute sales or 
auctioning tickets to the highest bidder, where Internet users can receive discounts of between 30 and 
70% on the standard tariff, have not become generalized in the rail sector. This is probably due to the fact 
that the rail system does not yet have the appropriate sales and reservation systems, capable of processing 
statistical information to produce a graph showing train occupancy by fare type and making real-time 
decisions, or possibly because in actual fact the rail companies are not interested in such practices 
because of the special characteristics of their usual customers, who prefer stable fares and reliable seat 
reservations. The difficult of integrating the rail SIRs into the air travel GDSs may be overcome by using 
the Internet, which is simpler to operate because its language is more intuitive than the encryption codes 
used by the GDSs.  
 
Since 1989, the European Community has had a code of conduct for computerized reservation systems1 
which has undergone subsequent amendments and updates and has been a highly successful piece of 
legislation in terms of its positive effects on the market. The objective of the code of conduct is to 
eliminate the advantages provided by the GDSs to the participating airlines. On the other hand, it 
requires travel agencies to offer passengers all the available travel options rather than just those from 
which the highest commissions can be obtained. However, the application of the code of conduct is not 
easy to verify, since it is difficult to check whether a particular travel agency really is offering all its 
products to its customers. In the latest regulation, special importance is attached to the privacy of 
personal data, price transparency and absence of discrimination between transport modes. In the same 
Regulation, consideration is also given to application both to the airline GDSs and the rail SIRs. 
 
The introduction of the single currency will also have beneficial effects: transactions and payments 
between networks within the Euro area will be easier as a result of the absence of currency exchange 
commissions and the uniform rate of exchange. In the operator survey undertaken by Ineco for this study, 
the tax treatment proved to be one of the factors restricting the growth of international rail transport. The 
tax level varies from one European Union country to another, and also between national and international 
journeys and between modes of transport. At present, the most favourably treated mode of transport is air 
travel, where no VAT is payable on international travel between European Union countries or on 
national flights in some countries. This VAT exemption does not apply to rail travel, which amounts to 
the imposition of a penalty on rail fares of between 5 and 20%. The inclusion of the eastern European 
States within a timeframe extending no later than 2015 will provide a single currency throughout Europe, 
which will simplify international travel and the harmonization of fares. The rail operators will have to 
adapt their accounts and their fares to the Euro on a progressive basis. 
 

                                                 
1
 Council Regulation (EEC) No 2299/89 of 24 July 1989 in EC OJ L 220 of 29 July 1989, p. 1, as last 

amended by Regulation 323/99/EC of 8 February 1999 amending Regulation (EEC) No 2299/89 on a 
code of conduct for computerized reservation systems in OJ EC L 40 of 13 February 1999, p. 1. 
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5. Charging systems and fare structure 

 

The current pricing systems used by the European rail companies are frequently based on systems 
requiring ministerial authorization of fare scales calculated on the basis of mileage. This system, which 
originated in an economic climate very different from that which typifies the transport market today, has 
proved too rigid, making it difficult for the undertakings to develop the ability to react to the features of 
the market within which they operate. The features of this conventional system are as follows: 
 
• Fares are linked to mileage covered, an arrangement which prevents any commercial operation 

designed to take account of the special features that rail travel can offer to enable it to compete with 
other modes, the performance of those modes and the features of the market. 

 
• To the basic mileage charge are added a number of supplements, depending on the type of train and 

the services provided, which are perceived by the user as the imposition of an additional cost, 
making it difficult for the operator to handle a number of products of different quality and different 
prices. 

 
• No consideration is given to the existence of various demand segments with different abilities to pay, 

with the exception of segmentation by age groups—more of a social pricing policy than a 
commercial one.  

 
The European rail companies are currently going through a process of change which affects their pricing 
systems and whose objective, in many cases, is to equalize prices and clarify fare scales with a view to 
attracting more passengers and increasing their income. This change in fare pricing strategy has come 
about as a reaction by the operators to the coming of a more competitive environment which, in turn, is a 
consequence of the directives liberalizing rail transport within the European Union; before liberalization, 
rail fares were primarily calculated with reference to operating costs, insufficient attention being paid to 
the “demand” side as a central reference point. 
 
Whereas cost-based charging gave rise to the traditional mileage charges, with a system of basic fare plus 
supplements, the new market-oriented systems result in the fixing of overall prices and segmentation of 
demand, the intention being to offer different products at different prices. This is resulting in a change in 
charging systems, characterized by three factors: 
 
• Simplification and standardization of fares, facilitating commercial exploitation of products and 

avoiding confronting customers with an excessively wide range of prices and applicable terms, 
resulting in a confused and incomprehensible system.  

 
• Segmentation of demand, identifying those passenger groups which differ in their willingness to pay 

and price elasticity, and groups which require different levels of quality.  
 
• Analysis of the competitive environment, with a view to defining commercial strategies that enable 

rail travel to position itself correctly in comparison with competing modes. Although almost all 
European rail operators are to a greater or lesser extent introducing changes in their fare pricing 
systems, as dictated by the first factor, in the case of segmentation of demand the difference in the 
strategies applied by the operators is much greater.  The lead here is being taken by those operators 
who are feeling the impact of greater competition from the air travel sector—meaning the high-speed 
operators—and also those operating in more competitive environments, as in the case of the United 
Kingdom.  
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Furthermore, the process of simplification of the fare system is taking place almost universally in all the 
European rail companies, as a consequence of the two factors noted above: 
 
• First, as a consequence of the trend towards facilitating the commercial exploitation of products, not 

only for the operator itself but because this simplification greatly encourages the sale of the products 
through the travel agencies. 

 
• Obviously, a system that is difficult to explain and publicize vastly increases the difficulty of 

marketing the product through the travel agencies.  The agency professionals who man the rail 
terminals are not exclusively employed on that activity, as they would be in the company’s own sales 
outlets, but are at the same time involved in selling other products. 

 
• Also, however, as a result of prices being fixed in accordance with the market, analysis of the 

competitive environment, and the study of the various segments that make up demand. All this 
results in the setting of global prices based on point of departure and destination and the application 
of different fare levels, which are intended to adjust the supply to each sector of demand. 

 
In cases where prices are determined not only as a function of costs and competition but also as a 
function of the elasticity of the various demand segments, the policy developed is a discriminatory one 
from the standpoint of economic theory. The provision of transport services is subject to the necessary 
conditions for applying a discriminatory pricing policy: 
 
• There is effective segmentation of the market, with no possibility of transferring the product.  
 
• The different market segments have different degrees of elasticity. 
 
The possibility of applying fare policies that discriminate on prices is very closely linked to the 
impossibility of resale. This feature has enabled market segmentation, designed to increase the positive 
difference between income and costs, to become a uniform practice in the transport industries, especially 
in the air travel sector. The application of different fares as a function of demand elasticity requires an in-
depth knowledge of the operator’s market, both as regards the features of demand and as regards those of 
the other modes competing in the market. It is essential to know what demand is, identify the various 
segments and assess the willingness to pay of each group at each quality level. 
 
In the rail sector, this practice has traditionally been confined to the application of different fares for 
different age groups and the sale of multi-journey and season tickets, so that the new fare policies 
mentioned in the previous paragraph display a trend towards broader segmentation of the market with a 
view to being able to maximize income. 
 
Economic theory distinguishes between three types of price discrimination:  
 
• The first level is perfect price discrimination, where the producer sells each product unit to each 

purchaser at the maximum price that the purchaser is prepared to pay for it. This situation would 
generate an efficient production level, so that the consumer makes no profit, everything going to the 
producer, who maximizes the difference between income and costs. This situation is an “ideal” 
concept, since it would require the producer to have a perfect knowledge of what each of his 
purchasers is prepared to pay. However, this price discrimination forms the basis of yield 
management. 

 
• Second level, where the producer sells the various units of product at different prices but all those 

who purchase the same quantity of product pay the same price. Thus, each unit of the goods has a 
different price. This is what would happen with the setting of reduced fares for return journeys or 
special fares for multi-journey or season tickets. 
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• Third level, where the producer sells his production at a different price to each demand segment, but 

each purchaser pays the same price for all the units he acquires. This is the most frequent type of 
price discrimination, and the one applied by the majority of rail companies with their special fares 
for children, young people and senior citizens. 

 
As we have already seen, the majority of European railway companies use pricing mechanisms based on 
mileage charges plus a variety of supplements. This is basically the position with the conventional rail 
services, although high-speed and some intercity services apply flat fares with different levels as a 
function of the elasticity of demand. The range of different tickets and travel documents available varies 
greatly from country to country, although DB AG (Germany), Midland Mainline (United Kingdom) and 
SNCF (France) are notable for the variety of options designed to attract demand for leisure travel during 
off-peak periods or at weekends, or passengers able to book sufficiently long in advance. Some of these 
documents cannot be changed or cancelled. In general, there are three criteria that these undertakings use 
to segment demand and offer different fare levels: 
 
• Weekend travel or a compulsory Friday–Saturday overnight stay, to distinguish business from leisure 

travel. 
 
• Travel at off-peak hours or after the end of the working day, for the same reason as in the previous 

case. 
 
• Purchase of a ticket sufficiently long in advance, these tickets being subject to restrictions on 

changes and returns.  
 
In addition to these three factors, the rail companies also use more traditional criteria for adjusting fare 
levels and offering discounts. The most common of these are age, group fares, reduced-rate returns and 
multi-journey or season tickets. In all cases, the size of discount, the conditions under which the tickets 
may be used and the rules governing multi-journey tickets differ greatly from country to country. The 
main types of fares and discounts used on European railways are as follows:  
 
• Children’s fares: Irrespective of the fact that children under the age of 4 generally travel free of 

charge on European railways, the rail companies generally offer a child’s fare for children between 
the ages of 4 and 12, with a discount on the normal fare ranging from 25% on France’s SNCF 
through 40% on Renfe (Spain) to 50% on VR (Finland) and SBB (Switzerland). In the two last-
named countries the discount applies up to the age of 16, while in Estonia children travel free of 
charge until the age of 7. 

 
• Youth fare: In general, discounts for young people (over the age of 12 and under 26) require the 

passenger to hold a special document purchased in advance from the rail operator and entitling the 
holder to buy discounted tickets. The size of the discount varies from 20% on FS (Italy) and Renfe 
(Spain) to 40–60% in Norway, where the discount varies depending on the day of departure. In 
France, the type of discount varies from 25% to 50% depending on whether a “youth travel 
document” is held. 

 
• Senior fare: As in the case of youth fares, discounts for people over the age of 60 (65 in some 

countries) may require the passenger to hold the appropriate card. Discounts vary from 20% on FS 
(Italy) to 50% on VR (Finland). In Spain, this type of discount varies between 30% and 50%, 
depending on the number of journeys. In France, the discount varies from 25% to 50% depending on 
whether a “senior citizen’s card” is held.  
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• Return fare: Virtually all European rail companies offer this discount. Its universal introduction by 
Renfe (Spain), so that it applies on every day of the year, with a discount increased from 10% to 
20%, has been one of the company’s recent commercial successes. In Finland, the discount is only 
5%. 

 
• Group fare: The type and availability of discounts for groups vary widely from one company to 

another.  
 
• Multi-journey tickets: Only 7 of the rail companies surveyed stated that they offered multi-journey 

documents among the range of tickets available, there being no standard model for this concession. 
 
• Season tickets: Virtually all rail companies in the EU offer some kind of season ticket, generally 

monthly or annual. Some of these tickets provide the entitlement to an unlimited number of journeys, 
while others merely allow the holder to buy tickets at a specific discount. 

 
• Special fares: Some rail companies have begun to offer special fares with a view to attracting more 

demand and maximizing income by means of a process of market segmentation, offering lower 
prices for travel at weekends and in off-peak hours, and to users who are able to plan their travel in 
advance. Fare policies of this type are especially encountered in Germany and France, and also in 
Britain.1 

 
Virtually all European rail companies offer two levels of comfort: first class and second class. The high-
speed trains of Renfe (Spain) also offer a club class. As a general guide, the first-class price is 
approximately 1.5 times the second-class.  
 
With regard to international services, the fares are basically calculated by totalling the national mileage 
charges in accordance with the rules laid down in form UIC 918, although it is very common for them 
also to be fixed under bilateral or multilateral agreements between rail companies. As a result of these 
commercial agreements, and in accordance with the philosophy of charging in accordance with the 
elasticity of demand and the competitive environment, some companies offer global fares at special 
prices aimed particularly at “leisure” travellers.2 
 
Where prices are fixed in accordance with the mileage charge, and in cases where there are various 
operators involved in providing the service, the income is normally split between operators as a function 
of the distance covered by each, although in some countries—Belgium, Germany, Denmark and 
Hungary—the split is based on commercial criteria relating to efficiency. In Denmark and Romania, the 
capacity to market the product also plays a part. This is the only income split criterion in the case of 
Estonia. 
 
There is a wide range of season tickets on offer in many European countries. Some of these are aimed at 
European residents, and are therefore sold in the countries associated with these programmes, while 
others are aimed at non-European residents and are not marketed within Europe.3 
 
There is also a range of tickets aimed at non-residents of the countries within the geographical area 
covered by the ticket, allowing the holder to use an unlimited number of trains within that geographical 
area during a specific period.4 
 

                                                 
1 A country-by-country overview of group fares, multi-journey tickets, season tickets and special fares appears in 
the table on pp. 43–7 of the document summarized here. 
2 An overview of the global fares is provided by the table on pp. 48-51 of the document summarized here. 
3 Cf. in detail pp. 51–6 of the document summarized here. 
4 Cf. in detail pp. 56–60 of the document summarized here. 
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The mileage prices for the main European routes are given in the table on pp. 61–5 of the document 
summarized here. 
 
 
6. The railways’ technological systems and distribution 
 
There are major differences between the Hermes system, used by European railways, and the big GDSs, 
basically used for air travel. Nevertheless, the introduction into service of the high-speed trains, with 
higher quality standards, is narrowing the gap between the requirements of rail and air passengers. This 
applies not only to the terms under which the rail service is offered but also to integrated ticket 
distribution and sales systems and to marketing. 
 
Ultimately, the railways have based their distribution system on selling their own tickets, especially 
through stations, while the airlines have done precisely the opposite, selling more through agencies than 
through their own outlets. This means that, from the standpoint of technological integration, the air travel 
mode is much more highly developed than the railways, which have traditionally concentrated on their 
own domestic markets. Nevertheless, the internationalization of economic activity in the European Union 
is creating the need for international integration of the rail travel mode as a driving force behind the 
Trans-European High-Speed Network. 
 
It is worth quoting, as an anecdotal comment, the opinion expressed by a Member of the European 
Parliament after a journey by Thalys. He observed that although the journey time was excellent, taking 1 
hour 25 minutes from Paris to Brussels, he spent 1 hour buying the ticket at the station. This means that 
the railway has to improve its selling and marketing procedures and offer a high-quality service as far as 
the passenger’s purchase of his rail ticket is concerned. 
 
This need to improve service quality creates the need to go more deeply into marketing, where the 
railways will have to broaden and integrate their sales network so as to deliver the product more easily to 
the customer and end user. The shortest route is to sell their products through travel agencies, which are 
obliged to offer passengers the alternative option of rail travel and to respect the code of conduct. In this 
context, we should note the problem that may arise from the fact that the travel agencies have a tendency 
to give priority to certain modes of transport that are more valuable for their own business. 
 
In general, all the national authorities have a computerized timetable, sales and reservation system, 
although the level of integration of these systems is not ideal.1 All the authorities use the Hermes network 
for their connections, and it is fair to say that countries which have an established railway relationship 
with their neighbours offer a high level of integration, with the possibility of purchasing and reserving 
rail tickets. 
 
Overall, where there is substantial demand for rail travel, the purchase and reservation of tickets is 
possible and the service quality is good. However, when demand is weak, either because the rail services 
are not ideal or because commercial problems exist within the marketing networks, although potential 
demand does exist, that demand cannot be exploited because of difficulties with the provision of 
information and, of course, the sale and reservation of rail tickets. The basic functions of the systems are: 
seat reservation, ticket sales, verification of income and settlement of accounts. 
 

                                                 
1 The table on pp. 67–8 of the document summarized here shows the advance booking, timetabling and ticket sales 
systems for each country studied. In general, each country has its own different systems. However, Kurs ’90 is used 
in Germany, Latvia, Lithuania, Poland and Slovenia; EPA in Germany, Hungary and Austria; SIRE in the two 
Iberian States; and Hafas in Denmark and Austria. Luxembourg uses the three German systems also used by the 
German railways (EPA, EVA and Kurs ’90), Hafas and the French railways system Socrate. 
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In terms of information, virtually all the authorities have an Internet website advertising rail services 
(timetables, fares and discount arrangements), whereas the reservation and sale of tickets is not universal. 
Indeed, it is virtually non-existent, because of security problems, customers being reluctant at present to 
entrust their bank account or credit card numbers to the network. 
 
From the internal standpoint of the rail authority, the administration of the system makes it possible to 
maintain up-to-date information on train occupancy, thus permitting real-time management and the 
offering of last-minute discounts in the same way as currently happens with air travel. These 
arrangements already exist in some rail authorities. The basic functions of the integrated systems permit 
the management of capacity, commercial optimization (yield management) and boarding control. 
 
However, the railways are far from having introduced a generalized system of yield management, since 
the structure of their business is based on mandatory seat reservation on the major high-quality national 
and international rail routes. However, on certain routes, and especially on rail services with intermediate 
stops, reservation is not necessary on long-distance services which do not offer the high-speed quality 
standard. 
 
At present, the UIC is working on projects which, if they prove satisfactory, may considerably improve 
information, sales and distribution within Europe. An effort is being made to develop an integrated 
system that will enable rail travel information and distribution within Europe to be globalized. The 
projects in question are: 
 
• Merits: Multi European Railway Integrated Timetable. Covers European rail timetable 

information. 
 
• Espoir: Edifact Solution for Paneuropean Open System Interconnection of Railways. Covers the 

development of a single European distribution system. 
 
The European Commission is working on a study—Spirit—involving various European rail authorities 
and aimed at developing a single European sales and reservation system which, if it becomes operational, 
would be capable of solving the problems arising from incompatibility between systems and 
considerably improving the marketing of international rail tickets.  
 
Finally, it is worth mentioning the development of interconnection interfaces or switchboards which 
enable different distribution systems to be linked. One of these is Elgar, developed by Eurostar. The 
link provided by Elgar provides the United Kingdom’s national rail operators with access to the British 
national market, so that the travel agencies can sell journey stages easily and without special training 

of their staff, in a similar way to that currently used to sell Eurostar services or air tickets. 
 
The engineers who developed Elgar are working to link up other European distribution systems, so that it 
could develop into an instrument that considerably facilitates the distribution and connection of systems. 
For example, a message within the British Tribute system would generate a message via Hermes, 
encoded in accordance with the modified 918, and Elgar would convert it into a message suitable for 
Edifact and subsequent access to Socrate. This system in turn would return the message to Elgar, 
translating it so that Tribute can process it. This connection between systems should be fast and efficient. 
The spread of this interconnection system would therefore allow distribution outlets to be standardized. It 
would also be cost-effective, since it does not require any additional equipment. 
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7. Ticketing 

 
Ticketing in rail transport depends on the type of service offered (local, regional, long-distance or high-
speed) by the rail authority or operator issuing the ticket (in other words, there is no standard resembling 
the IATA coupons in air travel). The following types of ticket issued by the various rail services can be 
identified: 
 
• Local: This type of ticket requires no reservation, because of the short distance involved and, 

especially, the frequency of the service. It is a similar type of ticket to those used on urban and 
suburban transport. Sometimes it is provided with a magnetic strip, with a view to reducing waiting 
times at the barrier. There are often special rates for weekly, monthly and annual seasons, offering 
substantial price reductions on the basic ticket. A considerable percentage of these tickets are sold 
through automatic machines inside the actual station. In some cases, the machines are equipped with 
the “smartcard” or “chipcard” technology. 

 
• Long-distance/sleeper/regional: On these services, and especially the overnight services with a 

sleeping car, reservation is obligatory. The transport document shows the departure and arrival 
points, train number, seat and time of departure. This ticket, unlike the local one, is suitable for sale 
by travel agencies. It is now possible to purchase these tickets from automatic machines. 

 
• High-speed: The travel document for the high-speed services resembles that used in the air travel 

mode. 
 
Owing to the details of the way in which rail travel is marketed, long-distance and some high-speed 
services involve the issue of separate tickets and reservations. Because of the wide variety in the tickets 
issued by the rail authorities, and with a view to standardizing them, the UIC has defined a standard 
governing the characteristics of the tickets and the information they provide (form UIC 918). 
 
In general, the fare is stated in the currency of the country where the ticket was issued and in Euros. In 
some cases, the taxes charged on the ticket are shown. International tickets provide information in 
various languages—generally, the languages of all the countries where the service is provided. This can 
be an additional complication for passengers from third countries.  
 
The UIC has developed the combination of the travel document and record of reservation in a single 
document to create the RCT (Rail Combined Ticket), which has subsequently evolved into the RCT1, 
making it possible to include in the ticket a magnetic strip containing all the necessary information. 
According to the survey carried out, however, although the magnetic strip is present in many long-
distance and high-speed tickets, not all the information it contains is being used. Some European rail 
operators have not yet introduced this ticket technology. 
 
With a view to standardizing international rail tickets, the UIC’s Ticketing Action Group (TAG) has 
developed a new ticket technology known as RCT2, partly based on the features of the IATA’s standard 
coupon. In general, the improvements offered by the RCT2 compared with the RCT1 are based on the 
printing of the ticket so as to make it more difficult to forge—a security layer is being included in the 
tickets—while the user information on the ticket is presented more clearly. This new type of RCT2 ticket 
has to be capable of being printed on the ATB2 medium, the latest air coupon technology, taking 
advantage of the air reservations printer infrastructure that is most widespread among travel agencies and 
also facilitating the issuing of combined rail/air tickets on the same coupon provided the codes are 
shared.1 
 

                                                 
1 The tickets described here are illustrated on pp. 73-5 of the document summarized here. 
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The majority of the tickets studied do not yet incorporate the Passenger Name Record (PNR), on the air 
travel model, although many of them do have a specific space provided for it. According to the opinions 
of ticketing experts, the introduction of the PNR is not a priority at present. 
 
At the present time, the TAG is undertaking a study to look at the flexibilization of ticket printing, with a 
view to using a ticket blank which is completely covered by the printer, so that there is no need to have a 
stock of each individual type of ticket for each rail operator at each of the sales outlets: stations, travel 
agencies and domestic and foreign sales outlets. 
 
Using “ticketless” reservation or electronic ticketing, the passenger is given a booking code when he 
makes his reservation by telephone. In some cases the travel information is sent to him by fax or e-mail. 
The passenger arrives at the sales point with the code issued to him and is given his boarding pass. There 
are various applications of ticketless travel, each of them specialized for each company, but the main 
objective is the same: to reduce the rail operators’ distribution costs and make the provision of customer 
service easier. This type of ticket, then, is particularly suitable for Internet reservations, since the user 
can print out the ticket himself on his own printer and have it validated at the station. 
 
Special mention should be made of chipcards and smartcards. These are systems whereby the passenger 
is issued with a prepaid card (at present, chipcards are becoming more common among frequent 
travellers with some European airlines such as Lufthansa and SAS). 
 
The ticketless system performs transactions directly with the rail companies. In this process, no paper at 
all is issued unless the user requests a faxed receipt or invoice. Apart from eliminating the cost of 
printing the tickets, this makes it possible to avoid the high capital cost of the machinery. Electronic 
ticketing thus enables the rail companies to obtain advantages such as reduced costs, rapid income 
management and better control over settlement of accounts. However, from the passenger’s viewpoint, 
there are certain psychological factors that make it difficult to introduce these ticketless technologies: 
 
• Access to the station without a physical ticket: Passengers arriving at railway stations or airports 

without a physical ticket have a sense of insecurity. This negative factor has much less influence on 
those who are very accustomed to using this medium, in other words frequent travellers who are 
completely familiar with the installations and procedures and need to optimize waiting and 
connection times.  

 
• Complaints: If a passenger is dissatisfied with the treatment he receives he can complain to the 

travel agency where he bought the ticket. The agency, in a high percentage of cases, will know its 
customer and try to solve his problem. However, when purchasing an electronic ticket, it will be 
more difficult for the passenger to feel certain about where he should take his complaint in the event 
that something is not working out as it should have done. 

 
• Documentation: The passenger receives no receipt or invoice unless he specifically requests them. 

The fact of not having a travel document is a breach of the Warsaw Convention on passenger travel, 
and also the immigration rules in some countries require the presentation of a document.  

 
• Travel insurance: The passenger has no proof of the existence of the ticket.  
 
Solutions to these problems would be found when legislation is adapted to take account of the new 
technologies. 
 
The development of the high-speed rail services in many European countries has raised transport quality 
standards, especially in countries such as Germany and France. The next ten years are expected to see a 
substantial increase in intermodal passenger traffic as a result of the construction of the European High-
Speed Network and the modernization of the rail systems. 
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Some European airports, such as Paris’s Charles de Gaulle, incorporate a high-speed rail station. 
However, the more frequent situation is for the airport to be linked by mainline rail or a suburban service 
to the high-speed station.  The reason for this is that, owing to the specific characteristics of each mode 
of travel, airports are customarily situated more than 20 kilometres from city centres whereas the high-
speed rail terminal is generally situated within the city, to allow passengers easy access to historic sites 
and offer travel times capable of competing with the airlines. 
 
In countries with a high-speed rail network, combined services are offered, using the international 
airports—hubs—and rail links to other cities without international airports for which, over distances up 
to 500 km, the railways are fully able to compete with air transport in terms of price and time. This is the 
situation of the Lufthansa airline, which recently declared itself in favour of replacing regional flights 
with rail links. This is a move towards greater efficiency in the air transport service, which may set an 
example to be followed by other countries, resulting in a genuinely intermodal transport policy. 
 
The passenger will clearly benefit from direct competition between rail and air, resulting in lower prices. 
In addition, the air and rail timetables in a particular segment would be complementary, offering 
alternative travel options.  
 
With the aim of facilitating intermodal transport, pilot projects and experiments are being carried out to 
look at intermodal distribution. At present, however, it is still impossible in most cases to obtain 
intermodal travel documents. Distribution in intermodal transport is a problem at present because the 
airlines’ GDS distribution systems are not integrated with the rail SIRs and, furthermore, the structure of 
the travel documents is very different, with the exception of the ATB2 rail transport tickets.  
 
The trend seems to be towards incorporating rail distribution into the air travel systems. In fact, the high-
speed railways are adopting criteria used by air travel. The method of integrating the GDSs and rail SIRs 
could follow various lines:  
 
• The rail SIRs could evolve considerably to become additional GDSs, which would make it possible 

to access information and distribution in the same way as in the air travel mode. 
 
• The GDS monitors could provide access to the rail systems. This seems the most viable solution 

from the financial standpoint, as the cost to the travel agencies would be minimized–—they could 
access the national rail companies’ systems from the terminal they use to connect to the GDSs.  

 
• However, although they may appear on the same screen, no interaction between the two systems is 

possible. As a result, it is impossible to find optimum intermodal solutions since the information and 
distribution cannot be accessed in the same way as for the air travel mode. This assumption would 
require a very comprehensive change of attitude towards the distribution of rail tickets  

 
Combined distribution of intermodal transport documents  

 
Experiments are being conducted along these lines, whereby rail services are being sold with airline 
codes. A few years ago, Lufthansa was marketing rail services with a GDS and access to the national rail 
companies’ systems. A similar experiment is available between Charles de Gaulle airport and Lille. This 
system has to be loaded with prices, timetables, station codes and train capacities, together with air 
service parameters, involving a substantial effort of harmonization to bring it into line with the IATA 
codes. 
 
The sharing of codes is more common in air freight transport, since the airlines use flight codes to 
identify the lorries which cover the collection and delivery sections of the route, to make the freight 
easier to track.  
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At present, protocols are being developed which allow access to both systems so that the railways’ 
information is available on the airline screens.1  
 
It seems clear that the development of intermodal transport will offer benefits to the agents involved in 
travel distribution: rail companies, GDSs, airlines and passengers. It is surprising, then, that the 
technology has not yet been developed, nor have the commercial agreements been reached, to enable 
intermodal distribution to be a fact today.  
 
 

                                                 
1 A test was carried out by accessing the Amadeus website and checking on the availability of flights between 
Buenos Aires and Lille or Bonn. The results obtained involve a first connection between Buenos Aires and Paris or 
Frankfurt, linking to a flight between Frankfurt and Bonn, or Paris and Lille—both with codes LH and AF, 
respectively—giving the flight number with one digit more than the company standard—94XX for Lufthansa and 
72XX for Air France, but giving TGV or ICE as the aircraft type. 
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II INFORMATION SUPPLIED BY THE EUROPEAN RAIL AUTHORITIES

1 
 
 

1. The institutional framework 
 
The main rail operators serving long-distance routes are publicly owned. It is only in the United 
Kingdom that the rail sector is completely privatized. In the case of Estonia, there is a private operator 
which operates the international services, national routes being covered by two publicly owned operators. 
 
Despite this, and although each country’s particular situation is highly specific, and quite different where 
the organization of rail systems is concerned, it is possible to divide them into two groups in accordance 
with the options listed in the questionnaire, which was used as an instrument for gathering information. 
On this basis, and with the exceptions of Estonia and the United Kingdom, about 70% of the main 
European long-distance rail operators are publicly owned and independent of the administrative system, 
while the other 30% are public operators incorporated into the national railway authority. 
 
The majority of the rail operators (about 70%) have a framework contract between the State and the 
operator, setting out the objectives that the latter undertakes to achieve during the period for which the 
contract remains in force. In general, this document lays down a set of financial conditions, which are 
linked to the achievement of these objectives. It is only in the case of Italy that the financing agreements 
are not tied to the achievement of objectives by the operator. In the cases of Denmark and Greece, on the 
other hand, the framework contracts do not include finance agreements. 
 
The level of state intervention in the setting of fares is another factor that varies across the European 
map. Thus, in countries such as Austria, the United Kingdom, Latvia, Sweden and Switzerland, 
government intervention on this point is non-existent. In the remaining countries, on the other hand, the 
responsible ministry in each case plays a supervisory part which may vary from the situation where it is 
the ministry itself that sets the fares (Slovakia, in the case of national fares) through the imposition of 
maximum limits (Belgium, Denmark, Slovenia and the Netherlands) and an obligation upon the operator 
to propose prices that have to be approved by the ministry (Greece, Ireland, Romania and Portugal) to the 
closest case to non-intervention, where the operators are merely obliged to notify the ministry of the 
prices they intend to apply (Germany, Bulgaria, Spain, Finland and France). 
 
In some cases, the level of state intervention in the setting of prices varies depending on whether the 
services concerned are international, in which case the general rule is non-intervention, or national, in 
which case the fares are set directly by the ministry (Slovakia), are merely approved by the ministry 
(Estonia, Luxembourg) or are limited by specified prices (Hungary). 
 
 
2. Development of directives 91/440, 95/18 and 95/19 and operator’s organizational 

structure 
 
Despite the advances achieved during recent years with bringing Europe’s railways into line with the 
new market requirements, a country-by-country analysis of the situation shows variable results owing to 
the diversity of the models applied in each case to adapt the structure of the national rail system to 
Directives 91/440, 95/18 and 95/19. 
 
This diversity is a direct consequence of the specific features of each country. In the current rail map of 
the European Union, there is a wide range of different models: systems that have been completely 

                                                 
1  The structure of this chapter corresponds to that of the questionnaire sent out to the railway companies in 
connection with the preparation of the document summarized here. 
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privatized; systems where the management of the infrastructure and that of the transport services are in 
the hands of different undertakings; systems that maintain integrated undertakings managing both types 
of activity where only accounting procedures are separate; and, finally, organizations whose structure has 
not been changed in any way. Although all the Member States have transposed into national law the 
provisions of Directive 91/440 regarding separate accounts for services and infrastructure, the 
organization varies greatly from country to country: 
 
• The United Kingdom is the only country in the EU which has completely privatized its rail system, 

setting up 25 franchise holders which run the passenger services, six for goods traffic, three to supply 
the rolling stock to the operators and one for the infrastructure and stations, together with various 
service undertakings.  

 
• The model of separation into two distinct undertakings, one responsible for managing the 

infrastructure and the other for running the service, was first adopted in Sweden in 1988 and has 
since been applied in Denmark, France, Luxembourg, Austria, Portugal and Finland.  

 
• In the Netherlands and Germany, the system chosen provides separate accounting for the 

infrastructure management and the transport operations; the various organizations are incorporated 
into a holding company. 

 
• The Belgian, Spanish and Italian railways have adopted separate accounting for their operational 

activities and the management of the infrastructure, although Spain has set up the GIF, which has 
been entrusted with building and subsequently running the new high-speed infrastructures; in 
Belgium, there is evidence of a great effort to maintain the coordination of the two types of activity, 
while Italy has moved towards separation into different undertakings. 

 
 
• As for those western European countries that are not members of the EU, Switzerland has also partly 

adopted the German model, the restructuring of the enterprise having resulted in the separation of the 
infrastructure and transport divisions. Norway, for its part, has introduced separate accounting.  

 
• As regards the organizational and modernization experience of the States that are candidates for 

accession, there are two basic models: one involves direct privatization and the other the adoption of 
measures to develop a process of change to allow privatization at a later date. The first type applies 
to the railways of Estonia and the Czech Republic, and the second to those of Romania and Poland. 
In Hungary, infrastructure management and service provision have been separate within the MAV 
since 1996. 

 
The gradual application of 91/440 has resulted in the restructuring of the rail authorities to form business 
units. In general, most of the countries studied have a specific passenger unit. In view of the low level of 
demand for international services, no specific business units have been set up for international travel, 
these services being covered by the passenger travel business unit.  
 
Some of the eastern countries have still not restructured to form operational business units. This is true of 
Lithuania, Bulgaria and Slovakia. It also applies to Luxembourg, because of the small geographical size 
of the country. 
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3. Marketing  

 
The marketing of the rail travel mode, as far as its international aspect is concerned, is closely linked to 
existing demand, so that it is fair to say that the supply of international rail services is adequate in those 
corridors where traffic density is greatest. As a first consequence of this, it can be seen that marketing of 
international rail services in Europe is structured around the quality rail service networks, such as high-
speed, and based on bilateral relationships between rail companies. 
 
The geographical size of a country means that international travel is looked at in different ways. In 
countries such as Germany, France, Spain and Italy long-distance travel1 need not be international, 
whereas the size of such countries as Luxembourg, Belgium, the Netherlands and Estonia means that 
there are no national long-distance routes, according to this definition. 
 
The geographical position of a country—central or peripheral—also has an impact. The central European 
countries offer more international services, rather than simply serving their immediate neighbours as is 
the case with the peripheral countries. In fact, central European States which border on many other 
countries may have international routes to more than 10 different States, as in the case of Germany, 
whereas others such as Portugal have international routes to Spain and France only. 
 
Traditional commercial links have also played a part in shaping the current commercial rail network. In 
the eastern countries, for example, there are some very long established international rail routes. Among 
western countries, Germany has most links to these countries, since the majority of rail routes between 
the EU States and eastern Europe necessarily have to pass through Germany. One notable exception is 
Greece, whose geographical situation means that it has international rail links with Hungary, Bulgaria, 
Yugoslavia and Turkey.2 
 
The majority of the national rail networks have commercial agreements with the other European 
networks, so that, in general, each network acts as a representative of the others. Specific agreements 
have been established for the marketing of quality services—such as Thalys and Eurostar—in countries 
not served by those routes.  
 
It is interesting to note the case of SNCF’s Rail Europe company, which markets the French and British 
rail services in various European countries, using the capacity of its Socrate sales and reservations 
system. It has offices in Spain, the United Kingdom, Germany, Switzerland, the United States, Italy and 
Belgium, which represents an important step forward in the marketing of rail services in Europe. 
 
Germany has a dense marketing network operating through DER, the general foreign sales agent of DB 
AG. The main European rail networks have offices in the capitals of neighbouring countries and the 
United States. In recent years, some networks have set up commercial agencies in South America to sell 
their high-speed services, some of these being based on cooperation between networks. Renfe and SNCF 
have a joint commercial agency in Buenos Aires. Finally, it should be noted that the Baltic States and 
some eastern European countries are commercially represented in Moscow. 
 

                                                 
1 Long-distance travel is understood as referring to distances over 300 km. 
2 A summarizing table on p. 145 of the document summarized here shows the various international rail links on a 
country-by-country basis.  
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4. Charging systems and fare structure 

 
Although the European railways are currently undergoing a process of change with regard to their pricing 
systems, mileage-based fares are still the general rule at present, irrespective of the fact that virtually all 
operators are introducing, to a greater or lesser extent, new charging criteria designed to simplify the fare 
structure and establish global market prices. 
 
Analysis of the questionnaires received shows that 85% of operators are using pricing systems based on 
mileage, as compared with 35% using criteria related to elasticity of demand in the various market 
segments. 
 
Regarding the calculation of fares for international travel, most European railway companies calculate 
these as the sum of the national stages or on the basis of bilateral agreements between operators. In this 
context, there is an observable tendency to set global market prices as a result of commercial agreements 
between the networks that supply the service instead of the pricing arrangement laid down in form UIC 
918. 
 
The split of income between the operators is generally based on the distance covered by each operator. 
However, the other factors that were specified in the questionnaire (costs incurred by each operator, 
departure point and destination of the journey, commercial criteria associated with efficiency, capacity to 
market the product) also play a not insignificant part, with around 20% of the operators taking some or 
all of these into account in their income-sharing mechanism.  
 
Virtually all the European rail companies offer special fares for particular demand segments as a function 
of age: children, young people and senior citizens. In some cases, the limits determining the right to 
claim these fares vary from one country to another. In addition to these types of fares, concessions for 
return journeys and group travel are also offered by the majority of operators, although in some cases 
there are variations in the terms of use and the number of persons having to travel together to qualify for 
this type of fare. 
 
Over 45% of the operators who replied to the questionnaire offer some form of “weekend” fare, although 
the conditions for using this type of ticket vary greatly from one operator to another. This diversity in the 
terms of application of the fare scales is also encountered with the fares payable for multi-journey tickets 
(offered by 38% of operators) and season tickets (27%), and this is also true of the “mini” fares, which 
normally require purchase of the ticket in advance and impose restrictions on changes and cancellations. 
Only 27% of operators offer special day return fares, while 19% offer differential fares depending on the 
time band.  
 
 
5. Characteristics of demand 
 
The first essential for understanding demand is to know the proportion of international ticket sales 
compared with national ticket sales, and the first distinguishing factor is the geographical size of the 
various countries. In the larger countries, Germany, Spain, Finland, France, the United Kingdom, Italy, 
Norway, Poland, Romania and Sweden, international travel amounts to 6.07% of national travel, only 
Italy exceeding 10% at 14.5%. In these countries, clearly, international travel involves a very high 
mileage, so that conventional railways cannot compete with air travel. 
 
In smaller countries such as Belgium, Denmark, Slovenia, Slovakia, Estonia, the Netherlands, Latvia, 
Lithuania, Luxembourg and Switzerland, the situation is virtually reversed, with international travel 
representing 77.67% of total national travel, while in some countries, such as Belgium, Estonia, the 
Netherlands, Latvia, Lithuania and Luxembourg, international travel is regarded as long distance. These 
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countries also include Denmark and Slovakia, for which international travel accounts for, respectively, 
10% and 14% of total national travel, figures lower than those for countries like Italy and Austria which 
have a much larger surface area. 
 
Sales outlets are the second important factor. In the countries studied, 84.76% of national ticket sales are 
handled through direct outlets and 15.24% through travel agencies. For international tickets, the 
respective market shares are 80.33% and 19.67%; the figures obtained if the analysis is restricted to the 
Community States, Norway and Switzerland are not very different. The differences between the two 
ticket categories are insignificant. 
 
The differences are more consistent if the countries of eastern Europe are considered separately: 89.57% 
of national tickets are sold directly and 10.43% through agencies; for international travel the respective 
proportions are 81.37% and 18.63%. 
 
The top-ranking country for marketing through travel agencies is Romania, where the agencies sell 95% 
of international tickets and 25% of national ones, figures which indicate that marketing through agencies 
has reached a very high level of development. At the other extreme is Bulgaria, where no tickets are sold 
through travel agencies. 
 
At present, it is impossible to buy rail tickets by Internet in any of the countries considered, with the 
single exception of the Virgin company in the United Kingdom and, with limitations, in Germany, 
France and Norway. This situation is bound to change since the Internet is destined to be the outlet 
through which companies can market their products most cheaply. Significant changes may therefore be 
expected in the coming years. It will be necessary to overcome the problems of Internet marketing, such 
as the insecurity felt by users on giving their credit card numbers because payment by Internet involves 
no signature and fraud is relatively easy. From the operator’s point of view, also, there may be a problem 
with unpaid items, forcing the operator to negotiate with the credit card companies on the payment of 
costs. 
 
The investigations undertaken in connection with the study summarized here indicate that the main 
problems for international traffic are: lack of international demand, incompatibility of computer systems, 
lack of availability of information on other networks, underdevelopment of the Hermes network, and 
unnecessarily slow telephone bookings and sales.  
 
These problems are encountered in approximately 65% of reservations, so that these questions are those 
of greatest concern to the rail networks. Detailed analyses were undertaken in two blocks of countries: 
 
• European Union States, Switzerland and Norway 
• Eastern European States. 
 
For the countries in the first block, the low level of demand continues to be the most important problem, 
followed by the development of the Hermes network, the excessively slow process of telephone selling 
and the real selling time, a concept which, in view of the importance attached to it, appears in fact to 
involve minimizing the time spent on routine operations. In reply to the question regarding which 
problems directly affect each network, the low level of demand ranked third, while the availability of 
information becomes the most important problem, followed by the development of the Hermes network. 
 
For the eastern States, the availability of information and incompatibility of computer systems are the 
two most important problems, the former much more so than the latter or any of the others. The most 
important problem appears to be the lack of marketing through travel agencies, and indeed it is an 
objective of some countries to arrange to market their services through agencies. These countries attach 
notably little importance to the development of the Hermes network, only 1.56% mentioning it in their 
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replies As far as their own problems are concerned, the availability of information, low level of demand 
and telephone bookings and sales are the most important problems. 
 
 
6. Computerized ticket sales and reservation systems 

 

The distribution of European international rail services is notable for the widely differing computerized 
sales and reservation systems, most of which have been developed for national distribution, making it 
possible to sell and book international journeys beginning or ending within the country. Theoretically, it 
is possible to reserve and sell international tickets on the networks forming part of Hermes,1 by sending 
encoded and standardized messages using the UIC 918 form. 
 
However, the sale and reservation of tickets for third networks involves substantial problems because the 
systems do not have access to information on other European countries’ rail services. This lack of real-
time information slows down the reservation and selling operations.  
 
The main system, which operates like a GDS and so has the necessary information and capacity to sell 
and reserve rail tickets for other countries, is currently the SNCF’s user-friendly Socrate. However, the 
Socrate system has not yet been marketed in other countries except for specific high-quality rail services. 
The main restriction on the marketing of this system to other networks, according to discussions with 
European rail operators, seems to be that SNCF wants to charge a price for accessing the system. 
 
On the other hand, Kurs ’90, the DB AG system, has been marketed in neighbouring countries. Although 
this system does not offer the performance of a GDS, it has been suitably adapted to the needs of each 
country and is widespread in countries within the German sphere of influence, the eastern European 
States, some of the Baltic States and Scandinavia.  
 
Belgium and the Netherlands use the Sabin system for their national routes, but employ Socrate and 
Tribute, with the Elgar interface, to market their Thalys and Eurostar services. 
 
Renfe’s SIRE system is used in Spain and Portugal, although this is a national system. 
. 
Italy has developed the Sipax system, with GDS characteristics, which is at the development stage and 
offers a link to the Internet. 
 
The Petra system used by SJ (Sweden) is at the development stage, and may be extended to include the 
Norwegian, Finnish and Danish systems. 
 
As far as ticketing is concerned, most States have incorporated the RCT technology, where ticket and 
reservation are included in the same form, matching the IATA characteristics. 
 
The information given on the ticket, in all countries, complies with form UIC 918. The ATB tickets have 
additional fields to include the passenger number (PNR), as with airline tickets. 
 
As regards ticket size, there is general compliance with the 20 x 8 cm standard, although there are some 
rail authorities, mostly in eastern Europe, which have still not adopted the standardized size. The 
information appearing on the ticket is often multilingual, including English or French in the western 
countries and German or Russian in those of eastern Europe. 
 

                                                 
1 Hermes is the physical network linking the national rail systems. 
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Regarding method of payment, credit cards, cheques and transfers are accepted by the majority of 
European rail authorities. In the survey, it was found that considerable restrictions are imposed on non-
cash payments in Romania, Greece, Estonia, Latvia and Lithuania. 
 
 
7. Passenger ticket inspection 

 
There are two systems for inspecting passenger tickets in rail transport: 
 
• The traditional method, whereby each passenger’s ticket is inspected at his seat on board the train. 

• Recently, the high-speed services have introduced inspection on the platform, one result of which is 
that those accompanying passengers are not allowed on board the train or on the platform, avoiding 
the crowded conditions that can impede passengers’ movements, especially for those travelling with 
luggage. 

 
In conventional rail travel in Europe, passengers’ tickets are normally inspected on board the train in all 
countries covered by the study except Estonia and Lithuania, where inspection takes place on the 
platform before boarding the train. 
 
This uniformity is only apparent, each country having its own special arrangements, This lack of 
harmonization is a disadvantage for a passenger who has not previously become familiar with the ticket 
inspection procedures used by each company. The different features of the passenger ticket inspection 
systems in the countries studied are as follows: 
 
• In Belgium and Spain there is an advance check-in for high-speed rail services (Eurostar and AVE). 

• In the United Kingdom, spot checks take place in previously selected carriages, and tickets are 
inspected on the platform before boarding the train. There is a check-in procedure, as in Belgium, for 
the Eurostar services. 

• In France and Latvia, as well as on-board ticket inspection, the passenger is required to validate his 
ticket on the platform before boarding the train. There is a check-in procedure on the Eurostar 
services. 

• In Slovakia, Finland and Ireland, the carriages where a spot-check type of inspection will take place 
are selected before the train leaves. 

• In the Netherlands, one inspection takes place on the platform and another on board the train but, in 
contrast to France and Latvia, the carriages in which tickets will be inspected are selected at random. 

• In Luxembourg, there is on-board ticket inspection but only on international journeys. For national 
travel, tickets are inspected on the platform before boarding. 

• It Italy, Romania and Switzerland the journey has to be confirmed in advance, a procedure similar to 
the check-in used on high-speed trains. 

 
We can conclude that the situation is not standardized: 37.5% of countries have the same inspection 
system, while in 13 out of 26, despite their using a common system, there are different specific features 
that may cause difficulties to an international passenger. 
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8. Trends—plans—expectations 

 
In general, there are major differences between the expectations of the rail authorities, depending on their 
level of development, although it is also possible to identify expectations shared by all of them, though 
naturally with different levels of priority. First, a very high percentage agrees that the future has to look 
towards Internet sales (62.5%) and customer loyalty schemes based on smartcards (50%), while they 
have high hopes of “ticketless” technology (38%).  
 
The application and development of these new technologies may be relatively simple for the rail 
authorities in the most technologically advanced countries such as Germany (DB), France (SNCF), 
Sweden (SJ), United Kingdom (EPSL), Austria (ÖBB), Belgium (SNCB), the Netherlands (NV), Italy 
(FS), Switzerland (SBB) and Spain (Renfe), the majority of which offer high-speed rail services so that 
demand requires a service quality similar to that available in air transport. 
 
In the other countries, however, although there is a great interest in the development of these 
technologies, this is not a priority, since they have different problems that are essentially based on those 
of conventional railways. 
 
Among the more advanced group of European railway authorities, we can single out those that have felt 
the need to participate in the GDSs such as Amadeus, Galileo, Global One, Worldspan, etc., to offer and 
exploit every possible way of selling rail products. Members of this group include DB (Germany), DBS 
(Denmark), SNCF (France), EPSL (United Kingdom), NV (Netherlands), FS (Italy), NS (Norway) and 
SJ (Sweden), whose objective is to include rail travel on the “top screen” of the GDSs. 

 
Another interesting aspect worth pointing out is a shared concern among the majority of European rail 
authorities regarding the conventional marketing of international rail tickets. In this context, they are 
displaying an interest in improving and extending relations with and rail ticket sales through the travel 
agencies and, to a lesser extent, direct sale by the authorities themselves. 
 
It can therefore be concluded that there is a clear trend towards increasing the automatic and electronic 
sale of rail tickets through travel agencies and by telephone, at the expense of over-the-counter sales, 
which, although their volume is substantial, will be retained for last-minute travellers who fail to plan 
their journeys in advance. 
 
Another type of expectation identified among those authorities whose level of integration is lower is the 
possibility of selling international tickets, including tickets for travel in other countries, in other words 
the possibility of selling tickets for operators other than those who actually operate the services. 
 
In the eastern European States, in addition to the need already mentioned to incorporate the new 
technologies, there is a trend toward standardization of international tickets, the incorporation of 
magnetic tickets and new hardware, and an intention to participate in the UIC’s Merits and Espoir 
projects. These countries are also showing an interest in offering fares and prices adapted to the various 
market segments. Owing to their geographical proximity to Germany, the eastern European States have 
strong economic ties with that country so that, in general, DB’s Kurs ’90 is proving to be of great interest 
to these countries. Those that are not yet connected are showing an interest in arranging this as a priority. 
 
Other less important topics include: reduction of TCV fares, abolition of discounts for rail workers, 
quoting fares in Euros, changing international service timetables, reducing travelling times and 
improving East/West fares. 
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III. CASE STUDIES 

 

 

1. The case of Thalys 
 

Thalys is a service offered jointly by the Belgian, French, Dutch and German railways, to supply a high-
speed service over the following routes:  
 

 
Paris–Brussels: 
 
Paris–Amsterdam: 
Paris–Cologne: 
 
Paris–Antwerp–Berchem: 
Paris–Rotterdam: 
Paris–Liège: 
Paris–Düsseldorf: 
 
Paris–Ghent: 
Paris–Bruges: 
Paris–Ostend: 
 
Paris–Mons: 
Paris–Charleroi: 
Paris–Namur 
 

 
1 hour 25 minutes and 19 departures per day 
 
4 hours 13 minutes and 4 departures per day 
4 hours 2 minutes and 7 departures per day 
 
2 hours 9 minutes and 5 departures per day 
3 hours 14 minutes and 4 departures per day 
2 hours 35 minutes and 7 departures per day 
4 hours 31 minutes 
 
2 hours 5 minutes 
2 hours 28 minutes 
2 hours 42 minutes 
 
1 hour 20 minutes 
1 hour 49 minutes 
2 hours 19 minutes 

 
 
Thalys offers a variety of fares designed to serve the various market segments with varying ability to 
pay. This enables it to maximize its income and maintain high occupancy rates even at weekends by 
offering special fares for Saturday and Sunday travel.  
 
Each type of fare is valid for both first and second class, except the mini fare and the youth fare, which 
exist for second class only. The children’s fare is the same for first and second class, and the same is true 
of the weekend fare for routes between Paris and Belgium. As far as the other fares are concerned, there 
are two price levels depending on the level of comfort chosen. The second class fares, expressed in 
French francs, on the principal routes are as follows: 
 
 



                  Rail Transport Ticketing Systems and Pricing 
 

 

              PE 168.434/AE 36 

 

 
Standard 

single
1
 

Weekend 

single
2
 

Tourist 

return
3
 

Mini 

return
4
 

Senior 

single
5
 

Youth 

single
6
 

Child’s 

single
7
 

Paris–Brussels 337 287 462 320 236 158 85 
Paris–Amsterdam 446 378 626 446 313 223 113 
Paris–Rotterdam 388 331 540 388 270 194 98 
Paris–Cologne 428 364 598 428 299 214 106 

 
 
The price ratio between second and first class varies depending on the type of fare. For the standard fare, 
the variation is from 37%, meaning that first class costs 37% more than second, for the Paris–Charleroi 
and Paris–Namur routes to 60% for Paris–Liège. For the main routes shown, the ratio is 55%  
 
There are also forms of season ticket: Lys8 and Abo 8.9 There is also a special programme offering 
reduced rates for companies. All fares include the cost of the journey and the reservation, which is 
mandatory, so that all Thalys passengers have a guaranteed seat on purchasing their tickets. 
 
There is a limited number of seats on each train for the reduced price fares. This number is not the same 
on all Thalys trains. In most cases, there are 70 mini-fare seats available on the first date on which they 
are offered for sale (two months before the departure date). However, and apart from the fact that there is 
high demand for these seats, the availability of seats at this tariff is reduced progressively as the train 
fills. 
 

Thalys and yield management 
 
Even when all the seats on a train have been sold, Thalys allows for the probability that some passengers 
with tickets will not arrive to catch the train. As a result, it is possible to buy a standard, business or Lys 
ticket bearing the words “seat as available”. This ticket does not guarantee a seat.  
 
Yield management appeared in the United States during the 1980s as the air travel market was 
liberalized, in response to aggressive pricing policies which were then being launched by the smaller 
companies. Yield management is an income optimization mechanism based on segmentation of demand 
and the handling of available capacity. It operates as follows: the basic premise is the existence of 

                                                 
1
 Available from Monday to Friday for single tickets: up to three changes allowed before departure and changes 
may be made up to one hour before the train leaves; 100% refund if the journey is cancelled. 
2
 Single ticket for Saturday and Sunday travel: up to three changes allowed before departure and changes may be 
made up to one hour before the train leaves; 100% refund if the journey is cancelled. 
3
 Return ticket: one change allowed before the train departs; once the outward journey has been completed, no type 
of change or cancellation is allowed for the return; 50% refund if the journey is cancelled before the outward train 
departs. 
4
 Reduced-price return ticket with no changes or cancellations allowed. 
5
 Single ticket for passengers over the age of 60: up to three changes allowed before the departure of the train and 
changes may be made until one hour before the train leaves; 90% refund if the journey is cancelled. 
6
 Single ticket for passengers between 12 and 26 years of age; one change permitted before the train departs; 75% 
refund in the event that the journey is cancelled. 
7
 Single ticket for passengers between the ages of 4 and 12: up to three changes allowed before departure and 
changes may be made up to one hour before the train leaves; 100% refund if the journey is cancelled. 

8
 Personal and non-transferable, valid for 3, 6 or 12 months, allowing the purchase of “standard fare” tickets at a 
50% discount. Valid for first and second class tickets for travel from Paris to Belgium.  
9
 Personal and non-transferable for travel between Paris and Holland and between Brussels and Holland, valid for 
one month: allows the purchase of up to eight “standard fare” tickets in first or second class at 50% discount. 
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various demand segments—for example, leisure or business, varying degrees of ability to pay and 
varying quality requirements—and limited capacity. The philosophy of yield management makes it 
possible to determine what percentage of each type of demand a train is to accept, with a view to 
maximizing income and level of occupancy. To answer this question, yield management uses three tools: 
demand prediction, which is essentially based on historical data for each demand segment; maximization, 
meaning adjusting supply to demand and varying prices to even out off-peak and peak periods; and 
control of sales by compulsory reservation. 
 
In the case of Thalys, the various fares described are used with a view to maximizing income. For 
example, a train has 370 available seats on the first day when seats are offered for sale (two months 
before the departure date). On that date, the supply for each fare level (reduced fares entailing restrictions 
on changes and cancellations) would be as follows: 
 
� 370 seats at standard fare 
� 250 seats at reduced fare 
� 150 seats at greatly reduced fare 
 
These quantities cannot all be taken up, since the maximum capacity of the train is 370 seats. If the first 
370 tickets are sold at the standard fare, the train is full and there will be no more seats available. As the 
sale of tickets begins, the availability of tickets for each fare level is reduced, so that once 20 seats have 
been sold—at any fare level—authorized sales will be reduced to 350 standard fare tickets, 230 at 
reduced fare and 130 at greatly reduced fare; and when 150 tickets have been sold, it will no longer be 
possible to acquire a seat at the greatly reduced fare. 
 
Distribution and sale of tickets 
 
In general, tickets are sold from a date two months before the departure of the train until a few minutes 
before departure time. Tickets can be acquired through five different outlets: 
 

� At the railway stations. 
� At travel agencies. 
� By telephone, up to shortly before the train leaves. 
� By fax. 
� By Internet: it is necessary to complete a questionnaire giving details of the journey (date 

and time of departure, first or second class, single or return, weekend or Monday-Friday, 
age and whether the passenger requires to retain the option of changing his ticket up to the 
last moment). The user will later receive a telephone call from a Thalys sales agent 
confirming the seat and arranging payment. 

 
In the telesales variations, payment is made by credit card and the ticket is collected at the departure 
station. 
 
 
2. The case of Eurostar

1 
 
Eurostar is an international high-speed service (300 km/h) linking London to Paris (3 hours) and Brussels 
(2 hours 40 minutes) through the Channel Tunnel. The service is operated jointly by Eurostar (UK) Ltd, 
SNCF (French railways) and SNCB (Belgian railways). Since 1994 there have been 20 departures per 
day from London to Paris and 10 to Brussels, with stops at Ashford, Calais Fréthun and Lille, depending 
on route. The 400 m long trains are made up of 18 carriages, divided into two classes: first (206 seats 
with two standards, “Premium” and “First”) and second (560 seats). 

                                                 
1 For fares, see the table on p. 176 of the document summarized here. 
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Eurostar represents a supply of high-speed rail services that marks a new era in travel from the United 
Kingdom to the Continent, the passenger services offering travelling times of 3 hours to Paris and 2 
hours 40 minutes to Brussels, with no need to change trains. The features of the classes are described 
below. 
 
Premium: Quick and easy check-in: passengers simply validate their tickets in the automatic machines 
to gain immediate access to the security area. They must check in at least 20 minutes before the train 
leaves (10 minutes for Premium). The advantages include punctuality and a wide range of services. On-
board comfort: ample space, individual workplaces, telephones, children’s areas, cafeterias, etc. All train 
staff speak both English and French; on the Brussels services, Flemish is also spoken. 
 
First class: First Class also offers a Premium First Class division with high quality services. The 
advantages of Premium First Class include free parking in Ashford and taxi services. At the stations: 
dedicated ticket window, exclusive check-in access gate at Waterloo and Paris, 10 minute check-in times, 
special departure lounges for use while waiting for the train. On board: more staff, more spacious seats 
with work tables, electrical sockets, choice of menu including vegetarian if reserved 48 hours in advance. 
Tickets: possibility of changing destination and time by telephone two months before the reserved 
service, full fare interchangeable with British Midland Diamond’s Euroclass on flights between London 
and Paris. 
 
Eurostar offers a number of advantages to persons with special needs, with no structural barriers and 
low-level door sills for passengers using wheelchairs; visual warning of obstacles for the handicapped. 
Eurostar has also introduced special fares for such users. The first-class fare for the visually handicapped 
is actually lower than the Standard fare. Eurostar’s staff are specially trained to take care of such 
passengers. The interior of the carriage is designed for easy access and movement for persons with 
reduced mobility.  
 
 
Eurostar Frequent Traveller (EFT) 

 

Eurostar’s loyalty scheme is called EFT. Passengers using this scheme receive concessions on hotel and 
self-drive car hire services, points being awarded according to the fare paid and used to pay for rail 
services. There are three classes of card: Blue, Silver and Gold; to advance from Blue to Silver requires a 
total in excess of 1 200 points, and progressing to Gold requires 2 400 points. Holders of these cards 
receive benefits such as 10 minute check-in and access to Eurostar lounges (Gold and Silver). 
 
 
Special services 

 
Services to Disneyland Paris: Eurostar provides a regular train service to Disneyland, with daily 
departures in summer, at Christmas and during the school holidays. Two classes are available: Standard 
and Castle. These trains offer special rates for family groups.  
 
Ski Trains: This service operates from Waterloo International and Ashford International direct to ski 
resorts in the French Alps (Val d’Isère, Les Arcs and Méribel). Check-in times for these trains are one 
and a half hours before departure. 
 

Student service: Eurostar offers reduced fares for students, tickets for which are sold through specialist 
travel agencies—Campus STA and Campus Travel.  
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The Elgar ticket sale and reservation system  

 

Elgar is the centralized reservation system developed by Eurostar. It provides easier distribution, is 
compatible with all current distribution systems, and is simple to use and easy to access. It includes other 
rail services, and additional services such as hotels and car hire. 
 
In view of the teething troubles of Eurostar, associated with Tribute, the subsequent privatization of BR 
and the underdeveloped state of the TSG system set up between the travel agents, it became an urgent 
priority to develop a separate distribution technology for Eurostar. However, it was recognized as having 
limitations if it was developed as a product for rail services alone. Eurostar (UK) urged that resources 
should be concentrated on developing a solution enabling the Eurostar services to be connected to a 
global surface transport distribution system. 
 
The linking of Elgar to ATOC (the 25 train operating companies in the United Kingdom) opened up 
access to the UK’s national rail network, services being sold on the national market in a simple manner. 
For example, travel agents can sell Eurostar and air services without the need for additional formalities or 
extra training. 
 
The introduction of Elgar is very important for the UK’s national rail network, as in the past the rail 
service tended to be offered only when a passenger requested it, with a ticket purchase and reservation 
procedure that discouraged its commercial exploitation. The benefits of Elgar for both passenger and 
travel agent are obvious. 
 
Elgar has been developed, and is still developing, on the basis of permanent interaction with users, travel 
agencies and the tourism and travel industry, offering customers seeking a Eurostar reservation an easy 
procedure for accessing the national rail network of the United Kingdom. Efforts are being made to offer 
a single window, which until the coming of Elgar the rail industry was never capable of doing. The keys 
to its success are:  
 
• Standardization of all distribution outlets. 
• Sufficiently cost-effective for the domestic retail operator, travel agent or point of sale. 
• No additional equipment or specialist training needed. 
• Access to 4 000 UK terminals connected to GDSs (Galileo/Sabre/Amadeus and WorldSpan) and 
reservation network. There will soon be a connection to Orbit’s Travelfile GDS, and an Internet 
connection. 
 
 
3. Case study: rail information, sales and reservations by Internet  

 

During the last five years, the Internet has experienced exponential growth, revolutionizing traditional 
marketing methods. Aware of this fact, the managements of the European rail authorities have speeded 
up the process of developing their websites on the network. During the period 1996-8, the situation 
changed from one in which six of the networks covered by this study had opened websites to the present 
situation where all the rail operators analysed in this study have posted their details on the web. 

 
According to available information, distribution via Internet amounts in the best case to 1% of total 

sales, although in the majority of cases the figures are insignificant. In the air travel mode, statistics 
show that out of one million Internet hits per month only a thousand reservations are made by this 
method. According to this figure, the Internet cannot be regarded as having a great future. However, if 
we allow for future expectations and the capability to arrange travel once users have become interested in 
the Internet, it must be agreed that it offers serious prospects of becoming an important outlet for the 

distribution and marketing of the rail travel mode. 
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In this context, the air travel mode has only two or three years’ advantage over rail as regards the 
availability of airline websites on the Internet. However, air travel has progressed more quickly than the 
railways in developing the possibility of booking and even purchasing tickets over the network. 
Similarly, the airlines have introduced price concessions and loyalty card points for reservations made 
over the Internet, a situation that still seems to be some way off as far as rail travel is concerned. 
 
In the rail travel mode, virtually all European countries have websites, with various specific links 

providing access to all of them. By way of example, there is http://mercurio.iet.unipi.it/misc/links.html. 
Specifically, this link provides access to websites—official and otherwise—of the majority of European 
countries. Nevertheless, there is a wide disparity in the information available on the networks’ websites. 
The main features are as follows: 
 
• All the networks offer information at least in their own language, though virtually all of 
them also offer other language options, mainly English but to a lesser extent German and French. On 
approximately half of the sites analysed, the information offered in other languages is not comprehensive 
and is clearly oriented towards international reservations and specific quality services. 
 
• In general, most sites offer information on the rail authority concerned and the timetables of 
its services. Timetable information is presented in various ways, ranging from a straightforward list 
showing all services and train times to a more interactive system which asks for the stations of departure 
and arrival and dates of travel and then displays the services with the characteristics requested. 
 
• Increasingly frequent use is being made of systems, which provide interactive assistance 
with identifying the names of stations. As far as international routes are concerned, most of these 
websites display the rail links available. 
 
• Other services provided by the websites include a description of the service—including 
specific information such as type of train, intermediate stops and on-board services, together with the 
distances covered by each and the fares charged. 
 
• In the case of those websites, which display the fares, those shown correspond to the basic 
fare in the majority of cases, although in some it is possible to choose the required class and inquire 
about returns, age limits and group travel. Virtually all sites provide information on how to make 
reservations and buy tickets. In the case of quality rail services like Eurostar and Thalys, the systems 
provide information on special fares covering all possible reasons for travel. 
 
• The highest level of service is provided by sites, which also offer details of seat availability, 
the possibility of making reservations, and even ticket sales. The restrictions on reservation and sale are 
substantial, and in some cases codes or passwords are required. 
 
• In the case of the United Kingdom, because of the existence of a number of rail operators, 
the level of information is variable although generally good. Special mention should be made of Virgin 
trains, which offers a sales and reservations service through its website. 
 
 
4. SNCF’s Tahiti project: smartcards for rail travel 

 

Based on a new technology which meets the user’s expectations of a transport company—an easy way of 
accessing information and obtaining rail tickets—the objective of Tahiti (Ticket at Home in Time) is to 
develop a new system which enables passengers to book, pay for and collect their tickets immediately, 
24 hours a day, wherever they may happen to be. To use the service, each passenger will have to have a 
personal smartcard supplied by SNCF, containing the following coded information: 
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• Customer identity (name, address, date of birth, etc.). 

• Type of fare: special, discount, etc. 

• Regular travel: departure/destination. 

• Preferences: first class, second class, smoker, non-smoker, etc. 

• Current account number for automatic payment. 

 
With this type of system, the customer will be easily able to perform any necessary transaction with 
SNCF. He will be identified immediately and his preferences will be taken into account, the system 
having the capability to administer and supply an ideal loyalty programme. Wherever he may be (home, 
workplace or even a hypermarket), the customer will be able to access SNCF using an Internet or Minitel 
terminal and inserting his smartcard. The system will read the information stored in the card’s memory 
and offer the most common types of journey in a single operation. After selecting his destination and 
date and time of travel, the passenger will be able to pay with his credit card or other authorized payment 
system, keying in a cash-card-type PIN.  
 
The authorization to travel will be added to the passenger’s smartcard. On the day of departure, the 
passenger will proceed to the station and locate his train, and the inspector will check his card and verify 
his identity with the aid of the photograph printed on the card’s chip. 
 
What are passengers’ needs? 

 
For many years, the only way of purchasing a rail ticket was to go to the station. Today, however, thanks 
to the development of telecommunications, new services can be provided, such as ticket reservation 
without the need to visit the station. Thus, a would-be train passenger can make arrangements with a 
phone call or by the Internet. Having exchanged the necessary information, he needs to pick up his ticket 
before the train leaves. 
 
This operation takes time. The user is unwilling to waste time, but requires maximum speed of service, 
including the ability to purchase and receive the ticket where he is (at home, or in his office or a 
hypermarket) in the shortest time possible. Passengers do not want to wait in long queues or waste time 
providing details in order to receive a ticket, especially if they are regular customers with standard 
preferences; nor do they want to stand waiting while the computer issues the ticket. In other words, the 
customer expects to be able to buy a ticket at any time and any place, as quickly and easily as possible, 
and with the most convenient form of payment. 
 
It is very much in the interests of the rail company to identify and acknowledge regular passengers. With 
conventional tickets, it is difficult to know who the regular passengers are. Without a database to store a 
customer’s preferences, the number of journeys he makes and the services he requires, how can customer 
loyalty be secured? 
 
The customer wants to be regarded as an individual, with specific needs that should be specially catered 
to by the rail company’s personnel, and he also wants payment facilities. At a booking office window he 
can pay in cash or with a cheque or credit card, whereas with automatic ticket dispensers only cash or 
credit cards can be used. But what happens when the customer is at home? He wants a simple and easy 
arrangement: automatic payment through a (bank) current account or credit card, these being the systems 
most in demand and most commonly accepted by banks. Any other, new system of payment will have to 
be as secure and confidential as these. 
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What do the new technologies offer? 

 
It can be assumed that the Internet is a revolutionary development that will completely change our 
environment and way of life. This new means of communication has to be taken into account by the rail 
companies, since any other service provider will be able to offer an easier procedure whereby the 
passenger can obtain the services he requires. A considerable loss of custom could be at stake here. 
 
In fact, the worldwide web is only one small aspect of the great advances made in communications, 
electronics, computers and software. The new procedures offer the opportunity to contact anyone, 
anywhere, any time, by various media (telephone, fax, e-mail, teleconference, personal search, etc.), 
apart from providing free access to an ever-increasing number of different databases. 
 
In France, Minitel is the most common system for accessing the public databases. More than 25% of 
homes have a Minitel terminal, which can be used for accessing the Yellow Pages, reserving theatre 
seats, purchasing any kind of article by mail, and obtaining other information of all kinds. By dialling 
3615 SNCF, a customer can obtain full information regarding rail services and can buy tickets by giving 
his credit card number. In some cases, SNCF sends the ticket to the customer’s home, though this is not 
usual—with certain exceptions, the passenger collects his ticket at the station. 
 
One of the biggest advances of the last 20 years is the introduction of smartcards, which were initially 
used as a way of paying for calls from public telephones but are increasingly spreading into other sectors 
such as banking, health, transport, etc. The system uses a microprocessor which can process all the 
information on a customer using a complicated algorithm (coded or otherwise), subsequently storing the 
information on a smartcard. 
 
The use of this system is very widespread. Software companies are increasingly including smartcard 
readers in all their new computers, limiting access to the user and other persons authorized by the user, 
rather like the electronic payment security systems on the Internet. At present, only a small proportion of 
homes have computers, although this percentage is likely to increase in coming years, and the rail 
companies cannot disregard this new communication outlet as a way of supplying information and 
selling tickets. 
 
Manufacturers are currently researching and designing new procedures such as interactive television, TV 
on the web, computers with the capability of being used for Internet conferences, etc. In all cases, the 
objective is to contact anyone and everyone via the fastest possible procedure. The rail companies, if 
they hope to retain their customers, will have to move forward in step with these new technologies. 
 
Needs of SNCF 

 
Like any enterprise, SNCF has to find ways of increasing income while reducing costs. As far as 
distribution is concerned, it is difficult to identify precisely which ideas contribute to income and which 
only contribute to costs. Any procedure for buying tickets has both advantages and disadvantages for 
passengers and for the rail companies. 
 
Sale of tickets over the counter represents 75% of total sales, though it only results in collection of the 
ticket in 12% of cases. Reservations have to be made by Minitel or by telephone. SNCF prefers these 
customers to use some other procedure for collecting their tickets, especially at peak hours. Nobody is 
satisfied with this system: the customer feels he is wasting time and the counter operative is merely 
acting as a cashier, not generating any added value. It would be much better if the entire operation 
(reservation and physical delivery of the ticket) could take place in a single step, greatly reducing the rail 
company’s costs. 
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The main question is whether this new system would be accepted by customers and how many would be 
interested in using it. A pilot experiment has been conducted, with the following results: 
 
• Acceptability to customers. 

• Technical possibility of verification. 

• Identification of the changes needed at the various stages of the transport chain for the use of the 

smartcard. 

• Assessment of the new equipment required. 
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IV. GUIDELINES AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

1. Institutional framework 
 
For the purposes of developing and stimulating interoperability between European rail services, and as a 
basic principle, the fundamental need is for cooperation between the networks and the various public 
and private operators currently involved in rail operation. There can be no doubt that problems exist, and 
will continue to exist, as far as practical applications are concerned, but it is the task of the European 
authorities to reduce their impact and stimulate cooperation. 
 
The European Union has an important part to play here through its leading institutions—the European 
Parliament and the European Commission—which, in conformity with the principles of transference and 
non-discrimination, need to provide the maximum stimulus to the international dimension of the rail 
travel mode, rail travel being the most environmentally compatible mode of transport and the most 
consistent with sustainable development. 
 
Within the European and even global framework, the international organization which has to play the 
most important role as a motive force is the UIC (Union Internationale de Chemins de Fer), a body 
whose members include all the European rail authorities and which also has the technological and human 
resources to act upon any initiative at any level. 
 
However, it has become clear in the course of this study that there is a lack of synchronization between 
the two institutions. As a result, Ineco sees the need for closer collaboration and integration between the 
two institutions, designed to produce the result of boosting international interoperability of rail systems 
and, hence, improving service quality for rail users. Since the commercial powers and the duty to provide 
the rail services lie with the national operators and networks, the role of the UIC could be to coordinate 
and stimulate projects for establishing and developing compatible systems adopted by all the rail 
authorities and offering maximum facilities to customers at the various stages of intervention: 
information, ticket sales and reservations, payment for and collection of tickets. 
 
Achieving these objectives will require the establishment of coordination at research level as well, in 
order to overcome the limitations and problems existing at present, which range from difficulties arising 
from a lack of harmonization between various countries’ systems and those caused by the practical 
applications of the aspects involved in the procedures. 
 
 In the field of research, it is worth noting that both the UIC and the EU are developing projects designed 
to identify the problems of integrating the rail distribution systems and suggest solutions to them. Thus, 
the UIC has plans to develop the Spirit project as a way of getting around the existing obstacles and 
offering rail users real-time information and the possibility of obtaining tickets from the various systems, 
which, as they each have their own particular features, will be difficult to arrange. Using the Spirit 
project, the EU is trying to develop a single system which will facilitate connections to national systems, 
or a telematic network which will make all routes available through local interfaces, so that it will form 
an effective and efficient instrument for the services offered by all transport modes and so facilitate 
combined journeys. 
 
The project is a very ambitious one, since it requires the integration of modes such as rail and air that are 
competitors in some specific market segments. The intermediate plans are to find solutions to the 
following problems: 
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• Creating an interoperable and accessible infrastructure that supplies information appropriate 
to customers’ needs. 

• Integrating the information systems—ticket reservation and sales system. 

• Solving the legal, commercial and technical problems, identifying and defining the practical 
application possibilities. 

• Planning an operating policy that takes account of technical, commercial and organizational 
aspects. 
 
Through working groups, the UIC is developing the Merits (Integrated Information System) and Espoir 
(Integrated Distribution and Sale System) projects. According to the chairman of the UIC Committee on 
Passengers, the most urgent priority is to develop the Merits project, since there are currently serious 
shortcomings and deficiencies in the information aspects at European level. The Espoir project would 
take second place, on the grounds that distribution and sales systems are currently available, although 
their full potential has not been developed, whereas on the information side there are major gaps and 
defects, such as the absence of an international real-time timetable system. 
 
The basic aim pursued by the UIC with these project activities is to make it “possible to sell rail tickets 
in any country for services provided by any European rail network”. 
 
These basic principles are being developed in the form of guidelines and recommendations, some of 
which are already evolving within the framework of the UIC. The organization of the guidelines follows 
the same order as the chapters in the study, although there are a few overlaps in some areas. 
 
It should be emphasized that the European aspect of rail travel has a great future, in view of the 
development of the Trans-European Networks. Specifically, the European High-Speed Network is 
providing the driving force behind rail integration, owing to spectacular reductions in journey times, 
which are making rail travel highly competitive with the air travel mode. If we compare the current 
(1999) situation with that envisaged for 2005, with new high-speed railway lines and improvements to 
existing lines, it is easy to see that the development of the international rail services is unstoppable. 
These schemes are described in the pages that follow. 
 
This development has brought a substantial degree of technical integration of, and cooperation between, 
the authorities and operators involved. It needs to be supplemented by efforts to integrate the information 
and ticket sale and reservation systems, which have hitherto followed separate lines of development 
owing to the national aspect of the European railways. The road ahead is clear: the new Eurostar and 
Thalys services linking the United Kingdom, France, Belgium, the Netherlands and Germany will be 
followed by others bringing in the remaining European countries such as Italy, Spain, Austria, Denmark, 
Sweden, etc., and it will be necessary—as is currently happening with Eurostar’s Elgar interface—for 
them to have a single, integrated system which operates as a “one stop shop” and to which all the 
currently operational national systems are linked. 
 
Obviously, a necessary first step towards this integration will be to establish commercial agreements, so 
that it will be possible to obtain a rail ticket for any European route from any other country that is 
connected to the single common system. With a view to optimizing the performance of the system, each 
authority will need to identify the main railway stations to be integrated into the system and coded under 
it, together with the international rail services for which the greatest demand exists. At a second level of 
supply, access would be available to the national systems, either by way of a link to the national system 
or directly from the general system. This integration, which presents no particular obstacles from the 
technological standpoint, does raise commercial problems which will have to be solved first by 
concluding the necessary agreements. 
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Within this general framework, one fundamental aspect should be emphasized, basically affecting the 
different concepts of European rail ticket distribution as seen by DB AG (Germany) and SNCF (France). 
SNCF would prefer to extend its Socrate system and market it in other countries through Rail Europe, 
while DB AG is unwilling to pay for connection to Socrate and would prefer to follow a different route, 
integrating its Kurs ’90 system into the traditional GDSs. These opposing positions adopted by the two 
networks have existed for some years, so that it is both expedient and necessary for the two networks 
to make an effort to integrate their systems, reaching commercial agreements and taking full advantage 
of synergistic effects and potentials. 
 
These agreements would entail a technological solution affecting the types of messages based on Edifact 
and other protocols agreed to be compatible with other, more open and integrated systems. Regarding the 
Socrate and Kurs ’90 systems, it can be said that they are simple and effective systems and that both 
offer a high level of interoperability in their field. 
 
In view of the fact that each network has its own spheres of influence, a procedure which could be useful 
and valid is for each to develop its own potential, with integration of the two system as the final stage. 
This arrangement would allow significant advances without delays or stoppages. 
 
It is recommended that the proposed instruments should be analysed and verified in the development of 
each system, and the systems brought closer together where significant divergences become apparent. As 
far as the Espoir project is concerned, for example, this was originally a French idea which DB AG, 
although it is still financing the project, has officially announced that it intends to abandon. This clash of 
interests is making rail travel less competitive with other modes, such as air travel, since in order to 
encourage the use of rail travel it is necessary to reconcile the two systems and establish the integrated 

single system under the coordination of the EU and the UIC. 
 

Rail distribution systems 

 

In general, the national distribution systems have sufficient capacity and are suited to the present needs 
of the national market, with reasonably good coverage of international demand in those countries with 
which they have direct rail links. However, this situation cannot be extended to include all the rail 
networks, since the problems of interconnection are associated either with a low level of demand or with 
the absence of appropriate commercial agreements. 
 
In future, once the commercial and interconnection problems have been solved, it will be possible from 
any national system to make reservations on most of the quality rail services of any network. It is 
therefore necessary to evaluate the capacity of the distribution systems now operating, identifying their 
defects, omissions and lack of suitability for the application of the number of rail services they will need 

to incorporate. 
 
The investment and connection costs for introducing other networks’ distribution systems have been 
regarded as high, in some cases, by the rail operators consulted. Furthermore, since each operator has 
adopted printing, accounting, credit card and settlement modules specific to its own system, the adoption 
of a new system will require a period of adjustment and staff training in order to prepare for the use of an 
unfamiliar system. Consequently, the most appropriate and likely course will be one of interconnection 
between national systems to establish an integrated system. Therefore, in the opinion of the consultant, it 
will be necessary to boost the study and propagation of interfaces providing links between the various 
systems, as in the case of Elgar, which was developed by Eurostar—the high-speed rail services of 
SNCB, SNCF and EPSL operating through the Channel Tunnel—to allow the Europe-wide marketing of 
these services, which since their introduction had carried 10 million passengers by 1997.  
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Elgar is a ticket reservation and sales system which, from the technological standpoint, solves the 
problem of integration since it is connected to the main GDSs such as Galileo and Amadeus, in practice 
to the British travel agencies, and of course to the Hermes rail network. Elgar is therefore highly 
versatile, being a very successful connection interface capable of handling transit between DB AG and 
the Eurostar services by means of 918 messages, changing the format and adapting the messages to 
Edifact, and then forwarding them to SNCF’s Socrate system. The cooperative approach offered by Elgar 
provides a good opportunity to develop and consolidate bilateral agreements, which are currently of a 
provisional nature. 
 
The Thalys rail services, although less important than Eurostar, can pursue their own line of development 
and ultimately consolidate international rail services within Europe.  
 
Looking at the more general situation, the Sipax system of FS (Italy) and SIRE of Renfe (Spain) want to 
incorporate the modified Elgar system, via Hermes, in the same way as the SNCF with Socrate, so that 
this procedure could result in the single universal counter through a single system with interfaces with 
the national systems. 
 
The rail authorities that are most highly developed at present are aiming to increase sales and distribution 
through travel agencies, now that there is a greater spread of rail products and services, reducing sales 
through their own outlets. The problem with this situation is that the national distribution systems are not 
very intuitive, and their use requires special staff training which basically exceeds the resources of small 
or medium-sized travel agencies; in particular, it is not cost-effective for them to provide a specific 
operative and workstation for the railways, with demand for rail services basically being low. 
 
Consequently, the travel agencies’ reservations and sales screens will have to be accessible from the 
GDS screens and be configured for simple applications requiring no major training effort. 
 
Be that as it may, training will have to be extended, not only in the use of the system but also in the 
languages necessary for international rail ticket sales, since the personnel will have to be highly expert. 
In some cases, problems have been encountered with training staff to sell international tickets, some of 
these problems being financial or union-related. 
 
The general problem is that the screens at present do not provide all the necessary information. For 
example, if a customer asks for an international ticket to travel between towns which are not included in 
the system, the procedure which has to be followed involves the use of a guide to European railway 
stations which is genuinely Kafkaesque in the practical problems it presents for the person issuing the 
ticket, who has to spend a great deal of time consulting it. 
 
To avoid having to deal with these bulky guides in order to identify station codes, the systems to be 
developed will have to be interactive, incorporating a code search system, even capable of correcting 
errors by the operative inputting the data. These systems will therefore have to be provided with masks 
or templates making the system simple to use. This will bring the rail travel information, reservation and 
sales systems more into line with the user-friendly ones of the air travel sector. 
 
Once established, the integrating Merits and Espoir projects to be developed by the UIC will have the 
capability to revolutionize rail distribution in Europe. Once their reliability and technical and economic 
viability have been verified, they will need to be propagated as widely as possible among the European 
rail operators. Consequently, projects as ambitious as Merits or Espoir can be developed around this 
network. Similarly, it will be necessary to encourage the integration of the rail operators’ systems into 
systems or platforms opened up through the use of technology based on IP/FTP protocols1 so as to be 
interoperable with the traditional GDSs such as Amadeus and Galileo, and through the Internet. 

                                                 
1 IP= Internet protocol, FTP= file transfer protocol. 
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The capacity and potential of the Hermes network is not being sufficiently used at present, according to 
the information obtained from the European operators. One of the functions designed to facilitate the 
integration of the systems is the monitoring of income and settlement of the costs incurred in the sale and 
distribution of rail tickets. This function is of vital interest for the internal administration of the rail 
authorities and will enable them to settle accounting transactions in such a way as to allow the integration 
of operational administration of the systems. 
 
In this context, the use of the Euro as a single currency will generate a number of additional advantages, 
making for easier accountancy transactions between authorities. The same facilities will be able to be 
extended to users, since they will have access to a very clear mechanism for comparing the various fares 
between the international rail services, and even comparing rail fares with those of other means of 
transport. For this reason, the rail authorities will need to advertise their international and national fares 
in Euros to assist user familiarization. 
 
Since the railways and the UIC were pioneers in the use of a fictitious currency for accounting purposes, 
they have sufficient experience in this field and will be ideally placed to incorporate it. It only remains to 
hope that the single currency will in the near future be extended to those other EU countries that have not 
yet adopted it, and that other countries—especially those of eastern Europe—will use it also as a unit of 
currency for accounting purposes. 
 

Rail fare calculation systems 

 

The present diversity among the European rail services arises from their traditional orientation towards 
their national markets, so that despite the efforts at harmonization made by the UIC significant 
differences still exist. A number of changes are taking place in the fare calculation systems, along the 
following lines: 
 
• Simplification and standardization of fares. 

• Identification and application of differential fares for different demand segments. 

• Application of commercial strategies with global prices. 

The issue is not the establishment of a single, uniform fare structure for every country. The customs and 
special features of each country play a major part in its rail services, and changes are not easily brought 
about. Nevertheless, it is necessary to establish a number of international rail services with standardized 
fare conditions, with the prior agreement of the rail authorities concerned. Furthermore, the information, 
sale and distribution systems will have to provide the same level of harmonization. 
 
The wide range of fares which exists at present, reflecting different classes, supplements, age-group 
structures, group travel, etc., is an additional problem for the marketing of rail travel, since it creates 
difficulties for operatives at travel agencies or points of sale. For the passenger, the result is confusion 
and failure to understand the system. Consequently, work should continue on simplifying and 
standardizing fares, respecting the commercial and pricing strategy of the rail operators where possible. 
 
The railways have traditionally calculated their fares on the basis of mileage covered, in contrast to the 
air travel mode, which is guided by the fare that the user will be prepared to pay and the competing 
market prices. In order to improve its market share, rail travel will have to structure its fare policy by 
identifying the user’s willingness to pay and the degree of elasticity in terms of price and customer 

expectations. 
 



                  Rail Transport Ticketing Systems and Pricing 
 

 

              PE 168.434/AE 50 

The pricing policies applied by the railways frequently disregard the fact that they are operating in an 
environment where they are in competition with other modes. The planning of fare policies will also 
have to include, as a critical variable, competition with the other modes, with global fares for each 
departure/destination route. Furthermore, the difference between first and second class fares is 
substantial on some networks. Nevertheless, in view of the fact that the high-speed rail services are 
mainly competing, in terms of time, with air travel and that the equipment they use is comfortable and 
modern, some networks are reducing the differences between first and second class fares, which results 
in higher train occupancy. 
 
This policy appears to be correctly calculated and must become more widespread provided that rail 
operators regard it as necessary and suitable. 
 
As an example of the lack of harmonization between fare systems, we may single out the consideration 
of age as it affects the discounts and fares applicable to children. Thus, some countries regard 12 years as 
the age limit while others prefer 16. 
 
Other significant differences exist in types of season ticket, weekend terms, discounts for companions, 
senior citizens, groups and family tickets. The most important priority here is that international services 
should introduce standardized and identical terms to ensure that the user is not caused any unnecessary 

confusion. 
 
The path followed by the Eurostar and Thalys services, harmonizing these terms, is the right approach to 
facilitating the reservation and sale of international tickets. Be that as it may, the national services will be 
able to continue using their own particular approaches. 
 

Marketing of rail tickets 

 

In order to achieve the objective of increasing rail travel’s market share in the international passenger 
transport market, it is necessary to work to eliminate the commercial restrictions on the sale of rail 
products in other countries and to exploit the full potential of the railways, as is being done in the case of 
air travel, since this is technologically feasible without bringing any serious disadvantages for the 
railways. Similarly, they need to gear their services to marketing, and new fare structures and, ultimately, 
to adapt the management philosophy of the air travel mode to the railways. 
 
The representation of the rail networks in other countries will have to be supplied through the networks 
themselves, since cooperation is regarded as a basic aspect. The developing possibilities of new rail 
markets with the EU suggest that, from the standpoint of reducing costs, the concept of an integrated 
distribution system offers competitive advantages. 
 
The current marketing of the international rail services is a consequence and offshoot of the national 
systems which, in general, do not share the characteristics of the commercial policy of the air travel 
mode. The most extensive marketing of national tickets takes place in the form of selling by the rail 
companies themselves, primarily at the stations. In second place comes sales and marketing through the 
travel agencies. In the opinion of the rail operators, the trend must be towards increasing sales of rail 
products through agencies, resulting in wider distribution and a greater capillary effect and the 
possibility of reaching a larger number of potential users. However, the opposite is happening with the 
high-speed, national and international services, where a higher proportion of rail ticket sales is being 
handled through travel agencies. 
 
Non-specialist travel agencies, meaning the majority, have problems marketing the international products 
of other networks, with the exception of the firmly established rail products. 
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Increasing the sale of rail tickets depends on a good product range and, in particular, on the travel 
agencies receiving attractive terms for the sale of rail tickets. It is therefore regarded as necessary to 
develop commercial mechanisms enabling agency sales to be boosted by means of incentives, with the 

integration of their computer systems and the training and instruction of personnel, bearing in mind that 
the system has to be easy to learn and highly functional. The future that awaits travel agencies requires 
specialization and a policy of alliances, the market calling for increased competition, technology and 
training. 
 
Eliminating restrictions will also have to extend to the commercial integration of the various modes of 
travel, for example through the development of pilot experiments identifying the technical, commercial 
and legal problems and proposing appropriate solutions. As a first step, for example, the information on 
available international rail services needs to be entered into the GDSs like Galileo and Amadeus, since 
these have provided sufficient proof of the advantages they offer. In future, the rail networks will have to 
be linked to the GDSs, allowing the marketing of intermodal rail/air tickets. The agencies could offer 
discounts on commissions, since integrated intermodal distribution would make it possible to reduce 
costs. 
 
The integration of the international rail services has to be planned in stages, the first step being the 
integration of the European high-speed service network and those rail services and routes that are already 
firmly established, allowing information, sales and reservations to be accessed from any connected 
national system. 
 
At present, the sale and purchase of international rail tickets requires, in most cases, an excessive 
expenditure of time and even the need for physical travel in order to obtain and pick up the ticket. These 
shortcomings, which penalize the user, are easily solved by taking advantage of the possibility of 
telephone bookings and even telephone sales, either by giving a credit card number, in which case the 
ticket will later be sent to the passenger’s home or workplace, or by validating the ticket at the rail 
agency’s station or point of sale. These options are applicable to the purchase of both national and 
international tickets, and are available at present. It would even be possible to make a telephone 
reservation from one country for a rail service offered in another. To take full advantage of these 
possibilities, which would represent an appropriate form of customer/rail operator relationship, various 
easily memorized telephone numbers should be arranged to give users a fixed telephone reference for the 

railway. 
 
Telephone information and reservation systems could be introduced on the basis of updated information 
systems and specialist international telephone service centres, ideas of which some countries have 
already had some experience. These centres would be staffed by personnel appropriately trained to offer 
the services required. The provision of specific advertising campaigns coinciding with the launch of new 
rail products is regarded as an efficient way of boosting demand for rail services. 
 
The introduction of the new technologies in rail ticket distribution is a valuable step, offering undoubted 
benefits to both rail companies and users. Examples of such technologies are the Internet, ticketless 
travel and smartcards. The Internet, in this first stage, is being used by potential passengers as a source of 
information on rail services and available prices. Such information is available from many websites in 
European countries, and the statistics on numbers accessing these sites suggests that their use is 
increasing considerably. It is recommended that specific websites be used for each segment of the 
market: weekend, senior citizen, youth, groups, business, etc. 
 
With a view to standardizing the contents of the sites, the approach should be to standardize the 
information and possibilities available, so as to integrate them under an EU or UIC link in various 
languages and with highly interactive operating software. Internet sales and reservations are very 
valuable for direct customer/rail operator relations and will make a positive contribution to increasing 
demand for international rail travel. The information presented on the Internet can help to provide a sales 
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incentive, so that the passenger surfs the net or prints out the information and makes a reservation at the 
travel agency or station. However, the cost of connection to the Internet is borne by the user, and the 
majority of countries have not yet introduced the flat-rate tariff. The user will therefore need to find 
additional advantages in using the Internet rather than traditional distribution outlets. Internet sales and 
reservation will have a future if discounts or loyalty card points are offered, along similar lines to air 
travel. 
 
In principle, it seems logical that distribution by Internet can reduce costs, but this is not the case at 
present. In all probability, better informed customers in the future will require improved services and—
why not?—cheaper fares, cutting out the middleman. At all events, the future prospects for the sale and 
reservation of tickets by Internet will remain restricted to certain very specific segments of the market. 
 
The web has been found to be excessively slow, while users have a certain mistrust of the security 
systems that apply to Internet sales. These problems, combined with the issue of liability for possible 
fraud, may act as an obstacle to the further development of Internet reservations and sales. Progress is 
currently being made on these issues. There is therefore a need to improve the development of encryption 
systems and more secure servers. 
 
The potential for ticket sales through electronic commerce is high, as demonstrated by the increasing 
activity apparent from studies and samples of European companies. Some rail networks are studying the 
possibility of the general introduction of Internet sales, but still have to deal with the finance problem 
and resolve the other difficulties that may arise as a result of fraud or failure to pay.  
 
One trend that points to the future is the development of electronic tickets or ticketless travel, which 
offers substantial benefits to users, in particular time savings, and also reduces companies’ costs, as well 
as allowing the possibility of real-time administration. The effects on travel agencies are less 
pronounced, since the system may change users’ habits, enabling them to obtain tickets without going 
through the middleman and to receive benefits such as price reductions as a result of lower costs. 
Nevertheless, it is not very likely that ticketless travel will become widespread, since many users have a 
psychological resistance to travelling without a traditional travel document, which also serves a purpose 
in the event of possible claims on travel insurance companies and helps to solve legal and administrative 
problems such as proof of travel. Be that as it may, the problems are easily overcome and the electronic 
ticket or ticketless travel has good prospects of becoming established, although it will only apply to a 
limited segment of the market, such as frequent travellers. 
 
The sale of electronic tickets or ticketless travel is not one of the UIC’s priorities at present, since there 
are problems to be solved in connection with reliable seat reservations, fraud and the rail operator’s 
corporate image. 
 
Another of the new technologies with excellent growth prospects, and one which is already being 
developed by a number of rail authorities, is based on the development of customer loyalty cards as a 
first step towards the smartcards.  These incorporate features of the new technologies, including the 
possibility of the customer’s printing his own ticket, or alternative transport document equivalent to a 
ticket, to act as proof of reservation and payment of the ticket at the same time. In this context, through 
the loyalty cards, the companies would have a very useful body of information on their frequent 
customers, to whom additional benefits can be offered. The rail operators will need to move forward 
along this path of analysing their customers, who, ultimately, require travel facilities including, notably, 

the possibility of receiving a transport document wherever they like, at any time, using any technology to 

obtain it. Such technology is highly valued in major cities, where the necessity for urban travel to obtain 
a ticket causes great inconvenience to users. 
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The possibility of the rail companies’ introducing yield management, whose basic objective is to 
optimize train occupancy, is being looked at by Europe’s most advanced rail operators, although in more 
general terms it has to be noted that rail users, at least at present, are highly sensitive to fares and price 
changes. They prefer stability, and might not understand changes in fare prices. The reason for travel 
determines a passenger’s willingness to pay, because he will not be prepared to pay a high fare if it has to 
come out of his own pocket. The situation is different in the case of business or work travel, where the 
fare is reimbursed by the company. 
 
Finally, the rail companies and travel agencies, in dealing with the new technologies such as the Internet, 
electronic ticket or ticketless travel and smartcards, will have to offer a new image, using a training 
programme which enables them to adapt, open up new markets by overcoming the current state of 
inertia, and integrating systems, so that they can offer added value services in addition to a degree of 
professionalism which will not be easily available to an isolated user over the Internet. 
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