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Introduction

One of the main EU transport policy objectives for the last twenty years is the multimodality.
This means the use of two or more different transport modes to accomplish a single freight
transport operation with the claim being that it is environmentally more sustainable as it
reduces "road-only" transport operations.

The establishment of the Marco Polo I programme in 2003, running for 4 years with a budget
of € 102 million, was part of that policy. In 2006 a new Marco Polo (II) programme was set to
run from 2007 to 2013 with an increased budget of € 450 million and broader scope. The
objective determined the achievement of a traffic shift of the substantial part of the expected
yearly aggregate increase in international road freight traffic to short sea shipping, rail and
inland waterway transport or to a combination of modes of transport in which road journeys
would be as short as possible1. It covers actions involving the territory of at least two MS or
involving the territory of at least one MS and the territory of a close third country.

The programmes are centrally managed by the Commission, but since 2008 the daily
management has been outsourced to the Executive Agency for Competitiveness and
Innovation (EACI). The Commission (the DG Mobility and Transport) remains competent for
the priority setting, drafting and adoption of the annual work programme, relations with MS
authorities etc) whereas the agency takes care of advising and selecting applicants and
managing contracts.

Project applications are submitted through annual calls for proposals and evaluated according
to the funding conditions and eligibility, selection and award criteria. The goal of the
programmes is to shift traffic from the road and compensate the operators for the initial losses
when setting up new transport services (eg. a new railway line).

The calculation method for the EU subsidy is the lowest of the following three options:

I) one or two euros for every 500 tkm (tonne-kilometre) shifted off the road2;

II) 35%of the eligible costs (50%for common learning actions);

III) the cumulative deficit for the entire duration of the action.

The programme covers actions (modal shift, common learning, traffic avoidance, catalyst and
motorways of seas) and additional projects to react to emerging policy needs. These can be
directly or only indirectly linked to modal shifting, which explains that 12,5% of the
payments between 2009 and 2012 have gone to projects with the aim of enhancing the
knowledge in the freight logistics sector, or to accompanying measures like communication
and studies.

The audit's scope, objectives and approach

The audit covered the programmes Marco Polo I and Marco Polo II up to July 2012 with the

1 OJ L 266, 9.10.2009, p. 1 Article 1
2 Funding intensity was raised to 2€ as from 2009. MP II ongoing programme set for the 2013 Call a 3€ per
500tkm for projects implementing specific and low emission technologies.
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objective to find out whether they were effective. The Court assessed whether the
Commission had planned the programmes and was managing and supervising them in a way
to ensure its maximum potential and also analysed how many funded projects that achieved
the objectives.

The audit work included examination of files, interviews, analysis of impact assessments, the
result of surveys and evaluations, information available on the support schemes and on-site
verification of achievements of 16 projects in Belgium, Germany, France, Italy, Luxembourg
and the Netherlands. These projects represented 19,5 million euro in commitments and 11,4
million euro in payments. Half of them were approved under MP I and the other half under
MP II. The majority of those were rail projects, with one rail/inland waterways combination
and four short sea shipping projects. The large majority of the beneficiaries were consortia of
major transport companies.

The Court's findings and observations

The Court considered that the Marco Polo programmes had not been effective. The annual
targets for modal shifting set in the legislation for MP I was 12 billion tkm and the reported
programmes achievements showed a continued and significant underperformance (the
maximum annually reported shift was in 2003 with 7 250 000 billion tkm) representing an
average of 46% of the target. The MP II which had the annual target increased to 20,5 billion
tkm and was audited only between 2007 and 2010, achieved only 23,9% of the committed
traffic shift. According to the Court, even though the MP II is still running, it will not fully
shift the targeted shift because there has been insufficient response to the yearly calls for
project proposals.

Another observation from the Court is that the programmes had little impact in shifting freight
off the roads. In 2003, the roads bore 46% of total freight transport in the EU and in 2010 that
share rose to 50% of all freight transport. The financial and economic crisis that began in
2007 resulted in a decrease of the transport volume in general but also in a reduction of prices
on road transport. This provided both disincentives to switch to non-road modes and
incentives to switch from non-road to road-only transport operations and highlighted the
cyclic vulnerability of the current programme design. The Court estimates that this resulted
into a clear recovery in transported volumes mainly on the road freight and maritime legs
whereas rail and inland waterways remained with a much lower share.

The real impact of the programmes could not be correctly assessed because there was no data
to assess the expected benefits of diminishing the environmental impact of freight transport,
easing congestion and improving road safety which were the policy goals of the programme
funding. The Marco Polo calculator data was outdated between 2004 and 2010 and therefore
inaccurate. In addition, the road transport has gradually since 2004 become cleaner and
environmentally friendly.

There were not enough relevant project proposals put forward and the Court enunciated the
reasons for that. The EU-funding disbursement was conditional upon results and there were
not sufficient high-quality projects which resulted in a significant amount of unused funding.
The market situation and the conditions to enter did not encouraged operators to take
advantage of the scheme because it proved to be long, risky, complicated and costly. Two
years on average to fulfil all the steps, ancillary infrastructure investments remaining at the
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beneficiary's risk, complex programme conditions and very expensive because involving
human expertise, travelling, consultancy, etc.

In addition, there was uncertainty about how much traffic was actually shifted off the road
and the Court concluded that the data provided was not reliable due to errors and missed
checks; the funded services (projects) were in many cases poorly sustainable, significantly
reduced in scope or discontinued due to unforeseen reasons and the deadweight effect
confirming that more than half of the projects would have started even without EU funding.

Court considers that the Commission did not perform an adequate market analyses to assess
the potential for success. The operators would only change from road-only transport to other
transport modes under normal market conditions if the circumstances require such a change.
Therefore, it should be first analysed why the multimodal transport services had not been
developed before and then overcome of barriers preventing the creation of such services.

The Court also found that the EACI improved the daily management of the programmes over
time by tightening the selection procedures, setting help for applicants, making analytical
reporting to the Commission, monitoring the projects and reducing the payment delays.

Beginning in 2007 external causes made the performance of the programmes further declined
and the Commission did not take timely corrective action to tackle the programme's
ineffectiveness. Some of the problems with MP I were identified in that period and the
Commission elaborated on MP II missing the opportunity to learn from national schemes and
to make a full reshuffle of the programme.

The Commission's replies

The Commission considers that the programmes have delivered important modal shift. The
programmes existed to give limited incentives for switching from road transport solutions to
more complex and difficult to implement intermodal systems. It also contributed to help
European transport industry to test innovative solutions and shift a non-negligible amount of
traffic off the congested EU roads with a small fraction (from 0.01% to 0.05%) of EU budget.
The relevant market analyses were made before the implementation of each programme.

The quantification of the programme's results was possible by using the MP calculator which
allows for the estimation of environmental benefits and external costs savings delivered by the
programme. The calculator was updated as soon as the methodological approach for valuation
of external costs had been agreed at the Commission level.

Concerning the real leverage level of the programme, the Commission estimates it to be 13
euro of environmental benefits obtained per 1 euro invested.1

The programmes strike the balance between the requirements of the Financial Regulation, the
funding rules set in the regulations establishing the programmes and the needs of business. It
is result oriented and ensures appropriate level of administrative control. Since the majority of
projects continue after the end of the funding period, they are likely to generate additional
modal shift/traffic avoidance.

1 MP II is still running and final results are not yet available.
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The Commission also points out that since the programmes may not pay more to projects than
the total deficit experienced over the funding period in some cases the subsidies granted to
such projects were reduced or even withdrawn. This situation also contributed to lower use of
available funds.

The Economic crisis and the changes in market situations were the main relevant reasons for
the lower number of projects supported by the programme since 2007.

The legislators introduced 1 measures simplifying the procedures and shortening the time-to-
grant period. However the flexibility on administrative provisions was limited due to the need
to ensure equal treatment and to avoid undue competition. The rules applicable for catalyst
actions partially allowed a direct reimbursement of expenses on ancillary infrastructures and
operation equipment.

The programme is satisfactory sustainable with relevant modifications made over its entire
life cycle. The external evaluations performed on the MP programmes showed that in general
the majority of services continue in some form following the end of the grant agreement. This
is considered positive and indicates that short-term funding has created long-term change
even in the current evolving market conditions. As a result, programmes are expected to
generate additional benefits in terms of modal shift/traffic avoidance and external costs
savings after the contractual lifetime.

Despite the deadweight stated of 42%, the EU funding allowed the beneficiaries to start the
projects earlier, to increase the scale of the service or to have an earlier return on investment.

The Commission supported the creation of both programmes with thorough analyses,
consultations and studies and they were subject to relevant and timely amendments and
corrective actions introduced timely in accordance with the standard practices and existing
procedures.

Draftswoman's recommendations for possible inclusion in the annual discharge report

[The European Parliament]

Welcomes the Court's special report "Have the Marco Polo programmes been effective in
shifting traffic off the road?" and endorses its recommendations;

Considers that the objectives of the Marco Polo programmes to transfer traffic from road to
more environmental modes of transport are still valid and represent a key aspect of EU
Transport policy, fully shared by the European Parliament;

Is of the opinion that the ideas which lead to the creation of the programme are still innovative
and can generate efficient and sustainable transport freight services; considers however that
operationally the instrument and the methodology used were inadequate for the virtue of the
programme;

Is of the view that the results need also to be looked at in the light of changes in market and

1 Regulation 2009/923 OJ L 266 09.10.2009, p.0001
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the challenges of the economic crisis; believes however that the economic downturn cannot
serve as alibi for the underperformance of the programme; urges in this sense the Commission
to draw conclusions from the results of MP programmes (ongoing), take the best practices but
also learn from errors in design and implementation for future programming;

Takes note that no dedicated funding regulation for Marco Polo III has been proposed for the
2014-2020 programming period and that a general framework for a support of the freight
transport services is included in the Commission's proposals for the new Trans-European
Transport Network (TEN-T) and the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) already in 2011;

Takes note that the European Commission has just proposed a new reformed programme
NAIDADES II for the inland waterways sector;

Reminds that the Commission's White Paper "A Roadmap to a Single Transport Area -
Towards a competitive and resource-efficient transport system", as far as infrastructure is
concerned, aims at establishing a fully functional and interoperable Union-wide multimodal
TEN-T 'core network' by 2030 and it also aims at optimising the performance of multimodal
logistic chains, including by making greater use of more energy-efficient modes;

Highlights that the European Parliament in its report "Roadmap to a Single European
Transport Area – towards a competitive and resource efficient transport system" called for "an
extension of the Marco Polo programme beyond 2013 in order to make efficient use of the
potential of shipping"1 but it also pointed the need to simplify and improve the programme2;

Takes note that during the trilogues of the new legal framework3, the European Parliament
and Council agreed to make freight services eligible for CEF funding and that explicit
reference to sustainable freight services has been agreed on the new trans-European transport
network with particular reference to 'Motorways of the Sea' (article 38);

Shares the Commission's view that the Marco Polo contribution to change of the balance of
modes can only be modest since the resources allocated were also limited;

Considers that changes in the modal split need to be explained not only as a result of Marco
Polo programmes, but taking into consideration other measures; considers that expected
results of future programmes should be weighted with the financial amounts allocated and the
volume of the sector addressed;

Considers that despite of the limited resources available, MP  programmes were adopted
thinking also in possible spill over and demonstration effects that could  result in wider effects
than those initially foreseen;

1 European Parliament resolution of 15 December 2011 on the Roadmap to a Single European Transport Area –
Towards a competitive and resource efficient transport system (2011/2096(INI))
2 A sustainable future for transport (2009/2096(INI)
3 Proposal for a REGULATION OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL on Union
guidelines for the development of the trans-European transport network
/* COM/2011/0650 final/2 - 2011/0294 (COD) */
and  Proposal for a REGULATION OF THE EUROPEAN PARLIAMENT AND OF THE COUNCIL on Union
guidelines for the development of the trans-European transport network/* COM/2011/0650 final/2 - 2011/0294
(COD) */
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Shares the view of the Court that best practices from national experiences should have been
used to improve the management and definition of the programmes;

Stresses however that not all national experiences can be extrapolated at EU level, as the
European  transport sector operates in a  more complex environment and multimodality faces
enormous constraints (interoperability, different national regulations, sectors differently open
to competition) which need additional measures other than financial support (regulatory,
political will, proper implementation and enforcement);

Recalls in that sense the resolution of the European parliament on a Single European
Transport Area1 pointing that modal transfer cannot be achieved by means of legislation, but
only by exploiting a functioning infrastructure, intrinsic advantages and strengths and
incentives;

Is of the opinion that the existence of a reduced number of multimodal players (main target of
beneficiaries)  might have contributed  to the poor number of projects presented to the calls;
believes that this can be a result of intrinsic behaviour of transport  players that tend to operate
in a single mode; calls on the Commission to look for improving participation of single mode
operators that could also benefit from future initiatives; notes however the Court's remark on
the complexity of the programme as pointed by the beneficiaries who might have discouraged
potential additional interested;

Considers that a poorly adapted regulatory framework together with a lack of proper
information and communication of the programmes are also elements that need to be taken
into account when analysing the programmes' weaknesses; Calls on the Commission to seek
solutions to improve and enlarge potential beneficiaries by reducing complexity and
administrative burden as well as improving communication of future actions;

Recalls the particularity of MP, a programme based on performance where  funding
disbursements are conditional upon results; notes that this unique character, positive in terms
of management of EU funds, together with complexity of the sector and the economic
downturn has contributed to a underperformance of the programme;

Stresses however that the Commission should have been particularly attentive when
measuring results of beneficiaries; notes that Commission did improve on the control of
results;

Emphasises the need for programmes based on results to have a strong methodology for
measuring the achievement of the objectives; shares in that sense the remark made by the
Court of Auditors, that the methodology for calculating performance should need to be
updated and accurate;

Believes that the development of a strong methodology can serve also to provide information
for potential operators that could be interested in modal shift, in particular SMEs with lack of
resources to develop these tools;

Recalls that Marco Polo projects were particularly sensitive to the economic crisis and that

1 Towards a competitive and resource efficient transport system (2011/2096(INI))
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lead to a lower number of projects supported by the programme than expected; as the MP is a
result oriented programme, the decrease of transport did also impact on the effective number
of freight transferred to other modes;

Considers that a sufficient analysis of the market needs pointed by the Court as a weakness
could not be sufficient to ensure better results to the effectiveness of the Marco Polo
programmes; urges the Commission to provide more in deep analysis for future programmes
involving modal shift;

Considers however that the absence of market demand cannot be seen as an impediment for
political action, as one of the objectives of EU transport policy is to try to address unbalanced
modal split and create incentives for market takeoff; calls on the Commission to take into
consideration the higher risks involved, and to learn from the unsuccessful experiences and
combine financial incentives, possibly also with financial aid for infrastructure as pointed by
the Court, as well as  with other regulatory measures;

Is concerned with the Court's comment of possible situations of "reverse modal shift" as a
indirect effect of adopting new environmental legislation (e.g. sulphure rules); calls the
Commission to analyse trends in possible reverse shift modes, address solutions and cooperate
closely with the Directorates involved in order to have a systemic approach when drafting
legislation and design new financial support programmes;

Regrets that the Eastern Member States have not been involved in the projects since its
beginning and highlights the lack of incentives in those countries, as they normally prefer
applying for Regional /Cohesion funds with higher co-financing rates and less administrative
burden; welcomes in this sense the agreement between the legislators on CEF (Connecting
European Facility) as Cohesion Countries will be able to apply for EU funding on freight
services under the same conditions as for Cohesion fund.


