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The European Union Agency for Railways
Established in 2004 and based in Valenciennes (France), the European Railway Agency (ERA) was set
up with a view to revitalising the rail sector and creating a Single European Railway Area (SERA) by
eliminating regulatory and operational differences across EU rail systems. The 2013 Commission
legislative proposals, known as the 'Fourth Railway Package', were adopted by the European
Parliament in April 2016 after long negotiations. Among these proposals is a new regulation on ERA,
renamed the EU Agency for Railways, which, with two modified directives, expands its powers.

Context
Over the years, European rail networks have adopted different standards, systems and technical
specifications for infrastructure, making it more complex and costly to run a train from one country to
another. In a 2005 communication, the European Commission noted, for example, that the presence of more
than 20 signalling and speed control systems in operation in Europe was hampering the competitiveness of
rail transport. Rail technical compatibility, defined as interoperability, is therefore of primary importance. To
help address this challenge, a decentralised regulatory agency – ERA – was established, with the overarching
objective of setting up and integrating the SERA. It was also tasked with improving rail safety, which remains
a critical factor, as shown by the major rail disaster in Galicia in July 2013.
In an endeavour to assess the functioning of decentralised agencies globally and improve their governance,
efficiency and accountability, the EU embarked on an interinstitutional dialogue leading in 2012 to the
Common Approach on Agencies, and to an implementation and follow-up instrument, known as the
Roadmap. In January 2013, the Commission tabled six legislative proposals, collectively referred to as the
Fourth Railway Package, comprising measures related to market liberalisation and governance (the market
pillar) and to technical issues (the technical pillar). The latter directly affects ERA's activities and comprises
three interlinked proposals: a new regulation on ERA and recasts of the Safety and Interoperability
Directives. An informal agreement between the Parliament, the Council and the Commission was reached in
June 2015 on these proposals, and Parliament subsequently adopted them on 28 April 2016. They were
officially signed by the Council and the Parliament on 11 May 2016.

Objectives and tasks
ERA's objectives are defined in Article 2 of its new regulation: the Agency shall contribute to the
development and effective functioning of SERA, by guaranteeing a high level of railway safety and
interoperability, and at the same time improving the competitive position of the railway sector. ERA shall
also participate in the implementation of EU legislation relating to interoperability and safety, and monitor
the development of national rail rules. To provide technical assistance in its areas of responsibility, ERA can
address recommendations to the Commission and issue opinions to it or to the relevant national authorities.
Railway safety and interoperability
ERA develops, promotes and monitors a common EU methodology for safety management and governance
for all stakeholders. For this purpose, it provides recommendations in relation to the drafting and revision of
Common Safety Methods (CSM) and Common Safety Targets (CST). The former are methods developed to
assess safety levels and compliance with other safety requirements. The latter are the minimum safety levels
that must be reached by the system as a whole and, where possible, by the different parts of the EU rail
system (conventional, high-speed or tunnels, for example). In promoting safety, ERA cooperates with the
National Safety Authorities (NSA) and National Investigating Bodies (NIB) in the Member States.
In the field of interoperability, ERA offers technical support for questions related mainly to infrastructure,
rolling stock and traffic management systems. Most importantly, it provides support and recommendations
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related to drafting, revising and updating the Technical Specifications for Interoperability (TSIs) for all
components of the rail system. ERA coordinates TSIs-related activities with the European standardisation
bodies (in particular in the electro-technical (CEN/Cenelec) and telecommunications fields (ETSI)), as well as
with NSAs and international organisations such as the OTIF.
Other tasks
ERA's tasks were broadened in 2008, notably regarding the development of the European Rail Traffic
Management System (ERTMS), which enables control of rail traffic through a single signalling and
communication standard. As the system authority of ERTMS, the Agency maintains the technical
specifications of, and manages any modification to, this system. Moreover, ERA has the obligation to provide
the railway community and public users with access to databases and registers relating to infrastructure and
vehicles. Safe and interoperable rail services also rely on competent staff; therefore, together with the
Commission, the Agency develops a common frame of requirements with regard to vocational education and
staff certification. These activities also concern the certification system for train drivers in Europe. Under
specified conditions, third countries can participate in ERA activities: Norway has been taking part with no
voting rights since 2005, and Switzerland has also recently launched projects in this regard.
New tasks
The Fourth Railway Package will make ERA a 'one-stop shop' responsible for issuing EU-wide vehicle
authorisations and safety certificates for cross-border traffic. For domestic transport, rail companies will be
able to choose between ERA and the NSAs for submitting their request for authorisation or certification. For
the ERTMS, the Agency will assess the technical compatibility of trackside equipment before any call for
tender. Moreover, on behalf of the Commission, ERA will monitor the performance and decision-making of
NSAs through audits and inspections. The package introduces a new appeal mechanism, accessible both to
natural and legal persons, to be applied by newly set up independent board(s) of appeal against ERA
decisions. The new powers conferred on ERA are expected to increase economies of scale for rail companies,
reduce their administrative costs and speed up procedures.

Structure and functioning
ERA is an EU body with legal personality. It is managed and represented by an Executive Director and has a
Management Board and a new Executive Board. The former, with a four-year term of office, is composed of
one representative per Member State and two representatives of the Commission with voting rights, as well
as one non-voting representative for each of the following six categories: railway undertakings,
infrastructure managers, industry, trades unions, passengers and freight customers. The Management Board
adopts ERA's annual report for the previous year, its programming document and annual budget. It also
appoints the Executive Director (for a five-year term) and the members of the Executive Board, who mainly
support the Management Board's decision-making process. The Executive Director, a post held by Joseph
Doppelbauer since January 2015, draws up and implements the programming document and establishes an
evaluation system of ERA's operational achievements. The Executive Director also concludes cooperation
agreements with NSAs on behalf of the Agency. In January 2015, ERA had a total of 150 staff.
Except for some third countries' contributions, ERA is chiefly financed from the EU budget. The 2014–2020
financial framework makes provision for €182.1 million for the Agency, the budget for 2016 being
€26.7 million. Every year, the European Court of Auditors reviews the reliability of the Agency's accounts and
the legality of its transactions: the report for 2014 provided a positive statement of assurance thereon.

The European Parliament
In April 2016, Parliament granted its 2014 discharge decision for ERA, accompanied by a resolution containing a
number of recommendations. With regard to ERA's performance, it stated that a reporting system based on the
Agency's impact on the railway sector would improve the visibility of its mission delivery. Noting the new Agency's
responsibilities in the field of safety and interoperability, it underlined the need for adequate financial, material
and human resources. Moreover, in order to save financial resources and increase efficiency, it called for a single
location for the Agency, which, while based in Valenciennes, has conference facilities in Lille.

In the negotiations leading to an agreement on the technical pillar of the Fourth Railway Package, Parliament
promoted an improved safety culture for railway stakeholders and the necessity for ERA to establish a tool for
exchange of information on safety risks. It also highlighted ERA's new competences.
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