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Translation DE > EN 

Paris plans anger Erfa 
by Werner Balsen – DVZ – 9/11/2012 

 

Association fears for independence of rail network operator 

François Coart, the President of the European Rail Freight Association (Erfa), is worried at French plans 

to bring the national infrastructure manager RFF back under the umbrella of the State railways, SNCF. 

 

DVZ: Mr Coart, did this move by the French government come as a surprise to you? 

Coart: Yes, because this announcement is a move in a completely different direction to the one that the 

EU Commission is pursuing in its rail policy. Transport Commissioner Siim Kallas has made it clear that he 

is extremely sceptical about integrated groups where the infrastructure manager and the railway 

undertakings are acting under a single group umbrella. 

 

But France is now still going its own sweet way … 

That frightens us. Paris is now amalgamating the infrastructure tasks into a company whose 

management structure is completely unclear. Who is going to influence the timetables and investments 

in maintaining and expanding the network? That’s why nobody at the moment knows whether, or how, 

this will chime with the existing EU requirements. There is equally no picture yet of what is supposed to 

happen to the RFF’s debts. 

 

What debts? 

The main reason behind the creation of the RFF was to make the SNCF’s debts vanish in this formally 

independent company. That got rid of them out of the national budget. This was the only way that 

France could meet the debt criteria under the Maastricht Treaty. 

 

Does this mark the end of competition on France’s railways? 

Not officially. But I fear that that’s how many railway workers will see it. The government is 

strengthening the dominant position of the SNCF and thereby showing that it does not want to change 

the French railway system. From the point of view of the SNCF managers, it’s a case of: We’re good at 

what we do, so why should we change anything? 

 

What do you expect from Brussels? 

The development in France underscores the need for a 4
th

 railway package that will leave no doubt 

about the separation between infrastructure managers and railway undertakings. The Commission must  
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table the law by the end of the year. It must deliver an infrastructure manager which can exercise all 

important functions. 

 

What does that mean in concrete terms? 

It must be independent in its investment decision-making. It must be able to ensure that new 

undertakings coming on to the market, which Erfa represents, can go about their business without 

discrimination. We cannot have a situation where the most that these firms can achieve is shares that 

former monopoly holders grant them. 

 

Personal details 

Industrial engineer François Coart, aged 47, is half French and half Belgian, which means he is perfectly 

at home in either country. He has worked for Bombardier and Alstom in the rail industry, and joined the 

Eurotunnel Group management team in 2006. He represented what was then the fourth largest railway 

in France in the European Rail Freight Association (Erfa), being elected President of the association in 

2010. 

 

Photograph caption: 

Competitors fear the entrenchment of the dominant position of SNCF Fret in France  

 


