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Disclaimer 
 
The forecasts of this study are subject to higher uncertainties given the US tariffs and their effect on 
global trade as well as regional conflicts and their effect on the global economy. SCI Verkehr bases its 
assumptions on forecasts of global institutions such as the International Monetary Fund (IMF), the 
OECD or the World Trade Organisation (WTO) on economic development. The IMF’s April 2025 World 
Economic Outlook projects that global growth will remain subdued. 
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1 Executive summary 

The European rail freight sector is in crisis. Transport 
performance has declined by 8% since 2019, and the modal 
share has plummeted to a historic low of 16.4%. Freight 
volumes have regressed to levels last seen a decade ago, 
despite mounting political commitments to shift freight from 
road to rail. Even under the optimistic assumption that the 
global economy avoids a recession, the sector is projected to 
grow by a mere 1.3% annually until 2030 – insufficient to recover 
to 2022 levels. 
 
The situation deteriorated sharply in 2023, with demand contracting 
by 9.1%, followed by a further 0.6% decline in 2024. While the 
intermodal segment showed a modest rebound (+4.7% in 2024), it 
is not enough to offset broader structural weaknesses. The volatility 
of U.S. trade policy continues to destabilise global logistics flows. 
The IMF’s forecast of 1.5% annual GDP growth in Europe until 2030 
underpins current rail freight projections – but this outlook is fragile. 
A sudden escalation in U.S. tariffs could severely disrupt container 
flows and intermodal volumes. 
 
 

 
 

Figure 1: Development of rail freight performance and rail modal split in Europe 

 
 
The automotive sector, a cornerstone of European exports, is 
particularly exposed. The U.S. accounts for 23% of EU car exports. 
Analysts have expressed concerns that new tariffs could slash 
exports to the U.S. by up to 17% – and by as much as 20% for 
Germany, Europe’s largest car producer. This would have 
cascading effects on upstream industries such as steel, ores, and 

Source: Eurostat, UTK, BNA, ORR, INE
Modal split for rail, road and inland waterways (IWW); Data available until 2023
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chemicals. Even if extreme tariffs are avoided, a reconfiguration of 
global customs regimes appears inevitable, with long-term 
implications for international trade and rail freight. 
 
Meanwhile, the operator landscape is under intense pressure. 
Major state-owned incumbents – DB Cargo, Fret SNCF, PKP Cargo 
– are undergoing restructuring in response to EU investigations and 
chronic financial underperformance. These transformations are 
unfolding amid rising infrastructure disruptions and detours, further 
eroding the economic viability of rail freight. 
 
Yet, there are pockets of resilience. Intermodal transport remains 
the most promising growth driver, particularly in Eastern Europe. 
Rising GDP and port throughput – especially in Poland – are 
boosting container volumes. Furthermore, increased defence 
spending could boost operator revenues in the short term, as 
European armed forces increasingly rely on rail to transport military 
equipment and supplies. In parallel, the defence industry is 
expected to ramp up production, driving additional demand for 
upstream commodities such as steel and ores – both of which are 
traditionally moved by rail. 
 
Innovation and digitalisation are also beginning to reshape the 
sector. While long-term technologies like DAC and ERTMS/ETCS 
will require significant investment, other solutions are already 
operational. Transhipment systems for non-craneable trailers (e.g. 
Helrom, CargoBeamer) and digital tools such as automated 
identification at terminals are improving efficiency and expanding 
intermodal capabilities. 
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2 Rail freight market in Europe 

2.1 Overview 

 
Figure 2: European rail freight – key data 

 

The current conditions for the European rail freight are challenging. Although the sector has the 
opportunity to play an important role in climate protection due to its outstandingly low carbon 
footprint, road is often still the first choice for the transport of goods. The higher competitiveness of 
road has several reasons. Besides flexibility and capillarity of the road system (structural 
characteristics), the lack of competitiveness of rail against road transport has important economic and 
political reasons: Higher cost for energy, higher cost for usage of infrastructure (track access charges 
vs. tolls), higher investments in road infrastructure than in rail. 
 
The market volume for rail freight transport amounted to EUR 25.2 billion in 2024. Germany 
accounts for approximately 31% of the market volume, followed by Poland (13%), France (7%), Austria 
(7%), Switzerland (6%) and the UK (5%). The six largest countries held a combined share of 69% in 
2024. The other countries each held a share of less than 5% in market volume.  
 
Additionally, rail freight in Europe faces many structural challenges, including: 
– Fragmented operational standards and technical barriers: Different countries use varying track 

gauges, signalling systems, and operational rules, making cross-border rail freight complex and 
inefficient. 

– Congestion and capacity constraints: Freight trains often compete with passenger services for 
limited track space, especially on busy corridors, resulting in delays and suboptimal scheduling. 

– Outdated and inadequate infrastructure: Many rail lines and terminals are old, single-tracked, or 
lack modern electrification and signalling, leading to bottlenecks and reduced reliability. 

– Regulatory and administrative complexity: Multiple infrastructure managers and inconsistent 
national regulations create bureaucratic hurdles and slow down cross-border operations. 

– Underinvestment and funding gaps: Rail infrastructure receives less investment compared to 
roads, causing maintenance backlogs and delaying necessary upgrades. German infrastructure 
manager DB InfraGo alone faces a massive funding gap: It needs around EUR 80 billion for basic 
renovations and up to EUR 150 billion for network expansion and digitisation to make the system  

Overview of rail freight transport in Europe (2024)

Source: SCI Database, Eurostat, Destatis, 1 data from 2023
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3 Country markets 

The individual markets are shown in detail in the following country/regions chapters: 
 

– Germany 

– Poland 

– France 

– Italy 

– The United Kingdom 

– Sweden 

– Austria 

– Czechia/Czechia 

– Switzerland 

– Romania 

– Spain 

– Slovakia 

– The Balkan countries1 and Greece 

– The Baltic countries 

– Belgium 

– Bulgaria 

– Denmark 

– Finland 

– Hungary 

– The Netherlands 

– Norway 

– Portugal 

– Turkey 

  

 
 
1 Albania, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Croatia, Kosovo, Montenegro, North Macedonia, Serbia and Slovenia 
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3.1 Germany 

3.1.1 Overview 

 
Figure 3: Overview of rail freight transport in Germany 

 
 […] 
  

Overview of rail freight transport in Germany (2024)

Source: SCI database, Eurostat, Destatis, 1 data from 2023 
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3.1.2 Infrastructure 

[…] 
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3.1.3 Type of destination 

 

 
Figure 4: Transport destination structure and development in Germany 

 
[…] 
  

Transport by type of destination in Germany (2024 and five-years trend)
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3.1.4 Transport development 

 
Figure 5: Development of rail freight transport performance and GDP in Germany 2008-2024 

 
[…] 
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3.1.5 Goods structure 

 
Figure 6: Goods structure and CAGR 2019-2024 in German rail freight 

 
[…] 
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3.1.6 Competition 

 
Figure 7: Development of competitors and incumbent market shares in Germany 

 
[…] 

Market share: incumbent and competitors in Germany (% of tkm)
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Competitors DB Cargo
Sources: Company websites, SCI Verkehr estimations
Note: Due to a correction of the total transport performance in Germany, market shares differ in comparison with the last update. © SCI Verkehr


