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Executive summary

This policy brief seeks to gather and evaluate information on the current situation of passenger rail 
services between France and Spain, with a specific emphasis on cross-border connections cove-
ring medium and long distances, both during the day and at night. It highlights the technical and 
institutional obstacles involved and offers strategic recommendations to revive sustainable rail tra-
vel and support the European Union’s climate and regional integration objectives.

1. Context  
 
 
1.1. Emissions from the transport sector in Spain 
In Spain, the transport sector accounted for 30.7% of total national greenhouse gas emissions in 
2022—a 1.1 percentage point increase compared to the previous year1. Road transport is the do-
minant source, responsible for 87.3% of emissions within the sector, followed by maritime (3.86%), 
air (3.4%), and rail (0.21%). Thereby, rail remains the most energy-efficient and least polluting mode 
of transport. In 2022, it achieved a 20.3% reduction in energy consumption per transport unit—the 
lowest level since 2005—and produced fewer direct emissions2.

1.2. Emissions from the transport sector in France
In 2023, transport continued to be the leading contributor to greenhouse gas emissions in France, 
accounting for 31.8% of total emissions—significantly more than the buildings and services sec-
tor (20.9%), industry (18.65%), and agriculture (16.1%). Although emissions in all sectors were below 
2005 levels, the reduction in transport emissions was relatively modest, with only a 12.6% drop3.

Since both France and Spain are bound by the same European Climate Pact goals, reaching climate 
neutrality by 2050 demands a rapid and substantial 90% cut in transport-related emissions. This 
challenging objective highlights the urgent need for effective decarbonization measures, especia-
lly in road transport, which remains a major source of emissions.

1.3. Rail as a key driver of transport decarbonization
Amid the different modes of transport, rail distinguishes itself through its superior environmental 
performance. Within the European Union, rail contributes only 0.5% to 1% of total transport-related 
emissions, making it the lowest-emitting mode of transport. In contrast, road transport is responsi-
ble for approximately 71% of emissions in the sector, followed by aviation at around 14% and mari-
time transport at roughly 13%4.

 

1 Desde 2007, el consumo de energía final del sector transporte se ha reducido considerablemente - OTLE (2025)
2 Emisiones contaminantes del transporte – OTLE (2025)
3 France’s climate action strategy - European Parliamentary Research Service (2025)
4 Greenhouse gas emissions from transport in europe - EEA (2024)

https://cdn.transportes.gob.es/portal-web-drupal/OTLE/elementos_otle/informe_anual_2024_(abril_2025).pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://cdn.transportes.gob.es/portal-web-drupal/OTLE/elementos_otle/informe_anual_2024_(abril_2025).pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.europarl.europa.eu/RegData/etudes/BRIE/2024/767181/EPRS_BRI(2024)767181_EN.pdf
https://www.eea.europa.eu/en/analysis/indicators/greenhouse-gas-emissions-from-transport/greenhouse-gas-emissions-from
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This stark disparity in environmental impact underscores the strategic importance of rail in achie-
ving the EU’s decarbonization objectives. Compared to both road and air travel, rail generates sig-
nificantly fewer emissions per passenger-kilometer, positioning it as a crucial component of any 
comprehensive strategy aimed at reducing greenhouse gas emissions from the transport sector.

 
1.4. EU policy support
The European Union Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy sets ambitious goals: doubling hi-
gh-speed rail traffic by 2030, tripling it by 2050, and shifting 75% of medium-distance passenger 
journeys (under 300 km) from road to rail5. These targets are backed by substantial funding throu-
gh the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF), InvestEU, and Cohesion Policy instruments.

In 2024, the revised TEN-T Regulation (EU 2024/1679) further raised the bar6, requiring all core and 
extended core rail lines to support speeds of at least 160 km/h and be equipped with the Euro-
pean Rail Traffic Management System (ERTMS) by 2040. This regulation underscores the urgency of 
completing missing links—such as the Montpellier–Perpignan high-speed segment—and upgrading 
bottlenecks like Irún–Hendaye.

Recent high-level reports have reinforced the strategic role of cross-border rail in advancing Eu-
ropean integration and sustainable mobility. The Letta Report (2024) for example, focuses on the 
future of the EU’s Single Market highlighting the need to remove physical, technical, and adminis-
trative barriers that fragment the internal market7. In parallel, the Draghi Report (2024) on EU com-
petitiveness stresses the urgency of large-scale investments in strategic infrastructure —particu-
larly cross-border rail corridors— as a means to enhance connectivity, promote climate goals and 
strengthen Europe’s internal cohesion8. 

1.5. A strategic opportunity for France and Spain
Despite political support and existing infrastructure, cross-border passenger rail between France 
and Spain remains underutilized. For example, air travel between major hubs such as Madrid–Paris 
—two of Europe’s busiest airports— serves hundreds of thousands of passengers annually9, while 
competitive rail options remain limited. This imbalance is driven by factors such as travel preferen-
ces, the convenience and speed of air transport, and the incomplete development of efficient rail 
connections. Strengthening these connections is not only a climate imperative—it is a strategic 
opportunity to foster regional integration, ease congestion in air and road transport, and deliver 
tangible benefits to citizens and the environment.

This strategic opportunity was explicitly acknowledged in the Treaty of Barcelona, signed in 
January 2023 by the presidents of France and Spain10. The treaty includes a commitment to defi-
ning a cross-border strategy, with a focus on completing key infrastructure projects and improving 
interoperability in the transport sector. It reinforces both countries’ intention to deepen bilate-
ral cooperation in sustainable mobility and positions cross-border rail as a shared priority in the 
broader effort to meet climate and cohesion objectives.

5 Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy – putting European transport on track for the future - CE (2020)
6 Regulation (EU) 2024/1679 on Union guidelines for the development of the trans-European transport network - EP & EUC (2024)
7 To read the full report, see Much more than a market by Enrico Letta
8 To read the full report, see The future of European competitiveness by Mario Draghi
9 Air passenger transport routes between partner airports and main airports in Spain - Eurostat (2025) 
10 For further details, see France and Spain - Ministère de l’Europe et des Affaires étrangères

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=CELEX%3A52020DC0789
https://eur-lex.europa.eu/eli/reg/2024/1679/oj
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/ny3j24sm/much-more-than-a-market-report-by-enrico-letta.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.consilium.europa.eu/media/ny3j24sm/much-more-than-a-market-report-by-enrico-letta.pdf
https://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/databrowser/view/avia_par_es/default/table?lang=en&category=avia.avia_pa.avia_par
https://www.diplomatie.gouv.fr/en/country-files/spain/france-and-spain-65031/#:~:text=On%2019%20January%202023%2C%20the,cooperation%20between%20France%20and%20Spain.
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2. Challenges

Despite the existence of high-speed infrastructure and strong political commitments to decarbo-
nize transport, cross-border passenger rail between France and Spain continues to face a range 
of persistent and interrelated challenges. These obstacles are not merely technical—they span 
infrastructure gaps, institutional fragmentation, service discontinuities, and market dynamics that 
collectively hinder the development of a seamless, competitive, and climate-friendly rail network.

2.1. Technical and infrastructure barriers
 
Despite the presence of high-speed infrastructure, cross-border rail between France and Spain 
suffers from underutilization and fragmentation. The Le Perthus tunnel, a key link between Figue-
res and Perpignan, operates at only ~10% of its capacity11, despite being built to accommodate 
high-speed international traffic. Similarly, the broader Barcelona–Perpignan corridor has seen sig-
nificant public investment—reportedly around €3.5 billion—yet remains poorly served in terms of 
daily operations. This reflects a persistent mismatch between infrastructure readiness and actual 
service deployment.

Likewise, the Irún–Hendaye connection remains a critical bottleneck. The break-of-gauge between 
the Iberian (1.668 mm) and the wider UIC (1.435 mm) standards requires either bogie exchange or 
transshipment, which adds time and cost12. Although the Basque Y project aims to extend UIC gau-
ge to Irún, completion is not expected before 202613. 

Meanwhile, other rail connections between the countries face limitations as well: the Montpellier–
Perpignan high-speed line remains incomplete14, forcing trains onto slower conventional tracks and 
reducing the effectiveness of the Mediterranean Corridor.

 
2.2. Institutional and governance challenges 

The governance of cross-border rail is very fragmented15. While freight corridors benefit from coor-
dinated management (e.g., RFC Atlantic), no equivalent structure exists for passenger services. 
Coordination mechanisms like the Quality Circle Operation (QCO)16 are limited in scope and effecti-
veness. Moreover, language and certification requirements for train drivers17—such as the need for 
Spanish fluency on short French segments—create unnecessary operational barriers.

11 Tabla de circulaciones programadas en LFP Perthus - el Mercantil (2025)
12 Changing trains at Irun/Hendaye (crossing the border) - Rail Europe 2024
13 La fecha final de los trabajos se prevé para finales de 2026 - MITMA (2025)
14 La  mise en service de la première phase Montpellier-Béziers, d’une longueur de 50 km, est prévue pour 2034 - setec (2024) 
15 Cross-border rail remains fragmented as EU countries drag their feet on harmonisation - Euractiv (2024) 
16 The Quality Circle Operation (QCO) is a cross-border cooperation initiative launched  to improve the efficiency and fluidity of inter-
national rail freight transport, especially at border crossings where operational delays are common due to differing national systems, 
regulations, and infrastructure.
17 The European Court of Auditors did rightfully remark that changing drivers at the border point is “costly and cumbersome” and re-
commended to assess “the possibility of progressively simplifying language requirements for locomotive drivers”. - ERFA (2022)

https://elmercantil.com/2025/02/15/una-experiencia-transfronteriza-en-ancho-estandar/
https://help.raileurope.com/article/41712-trains-via-irun-hendaye-border?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.transportes.gob.es/el-ministerio/sala-de-prensa/noticias/vie-04042025-1319-0
https://www.setec.fr/blog/2024/12/02/la-ligne-nouvelle-montpellier-perpignan/
https://www.euractiv.com/section/eet/news/cross-border-rail-remains-fragmented-as-eu-countries-drag-their-feet-on-harmonisation/
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://erfarail.eu/uploads/ERFA%20Position%20-%20Train%20Drivers%20Directive-1664520802.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://erfarail.eu/uploads/ERFA%20Position%20-%20Train%20Drivers%20Directive-1664520802.pdf
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Therefore, the lack of a unified governance framework between ADIF, SNCF Réseau18, and regional 
operators lead to misaligned priorities and slow progress on joint infrastructure and service plan-
ning. For example, while Spain has advanced UIC gauge deployment in the Basque Country19, France 
has deprioritized key segments such as the Bordeaux-Dax-Hendaye20 connection on the Atlantic 
corridor, creating a mismatch with Spanish investments and delaying full corridor integration.

2.3. Passenger service limitations
 
Passenger services are sparse and poorly integrated since Renfe high-speed trains only operate 
between Madrid-Marseille and Barcelona-Lyon, with limited frequency and high fares21. Despite the 
growing demand and existing infrastructure, only two direct trains run daily year-round between 
Paris and Barcelona—one of the busiest air routes in Europe—with a third added in the summer, 
while more than 30 flights connect the same cities each day. This disparity underscores the lack of 
competitive rail alternatives on key routes. 

Night trains, which offer significant climate benefits, remain absent despite the growing demand22. 
Furthermore, plans to expand services, such as the proposed  high-speed route between Barcelona 
and Toulouse, have also stalled given the unresolved cross-border coordination issues and lack of 
support from French authorities23.

Likewise, ticketing systems are not integrated, forcing passengers to navigate separate platforms 
(RENFE, SNCF) and deal with inconsistent schedules and pricing. The lack of real-time information, 
multilingual support, and seamless transfers further discourages use.

 
2.4. Market and demand constraints
 
Despite the increase in rail passenger traffic, low-cost airlines and private vehicles dominate the 
market, offering cheaper and more frequent alternatives24. In addition, market entry remains diffi-
cult, especially for non-national operators. Structural access barriers—such as limited track availa-
bility, high access charges, and complex certification requirements—hinder competition and dis-
courage new entrants. This fragmented regulatory landscape impedes the development of a truly 
open and competitive European rail space.

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
18 Renfe se plantea dejar de operar en Francia por las trabas de SNCF- La Vanguardia (2025)
19 Avances en la conexión en ancho estándar - Adif (2024)
20 Modernisation de la ligne Dax–Bayonne. - SNCF Réseau (2025)
21 Las actuales líneas de Renfe que conectan Madrid con Marsella y Barcelona con Lyon son deficitarias - La Vanguardia (2025)
22 Sin trenes nocturnos por el desistimiento de Renfe y los impedimentos de las autoridades francesas - El País (2024)
23 Renfe pospone indefinidamente el AVE entre Barcelona y Toulouse - La Vanguardia (2025)
24 Reviving French-Spanish passenger rail lines - Europe on Rail (2022)

https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20250316/10484082/renfe-plantea-dejar-operar-francia-trabas-sncf-renfe-sncf-relacion-tortuosa.html
https://www.adif.es/w/adif-inicia-los-trabajos-previos-a-la-excavaci%C3%B3n-y-ampliaci%C3%B3n-del-t%C3%BAnel-de-loiola
https://www.sncf-reseau.com/fr/travaux/nouvelle-aquitaine/modernisation-ligne-dax-bayonne
https://www.lavanguardia.com/economia/20250316/10484082/renfe-plantea-dejar-operar-francia-trabas-sncf-renfe-sncf-relacion-tortuosa.html
https://elpais.com/espana/catalunya/2024-10-31/barcelona-sin-trenes-nocturnos-por-el-desistimiento-de-renfe-y-los-impedimentos-de-las-autoridades-francesas.html
https://www.lavanguardia.com/local/barcelona/20250404/10552992/renfe-pospone-indefinidamente-ave-barcelona-toulouse.html
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://europeonrail.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/11/Europe-on-Rail_Reviving-FR-SP-passenger-rail-lines.pdf
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The Le Perthus tunnel’s low usage illustrates this mismatch: while infrastructure exists, the ab-
sence of attractive services and coordinated operations prevents its full exploitation. Additionally, 
language requirements for train staff have become a barrier, preventing French night trains from 
reaching Port Bou—despite having done so in the past.

2.5. Funding gaps and delayed implementation

Despite the European Union allocating substantial funding for cross-border rail through instruments 
like the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF)25 implementation delays continue to hinder progress. As 
of early 2025, approximately €1.75 billion has been awarded to 95 projects across 21 Member States 
under the CEF’s military mobility envelope, aiming to enhance dual-use transport infrastructure for 
both civilian and military purposes26. However, many of these projects face slow execution due to 
administrative bottlenecks, fragmented governance, and insufficient national co-financing. These 
delays not only postpone urgently needed emissions reductions but also erode public confidence 
in rail as a reliable alternative to air and road transport.

3. Policy Recommendations

3.1. Complete key rail infrastructures
 
One of the key priorities is to close the remaining infrastructure gaps that prevent seamless hi-
gh-speed travel between France and Spain. The most critical action is to accelerate the construc-
tion of the Montpellier–Perpignan high-speed rail segment, which remains the last major missing 
link in the Mediterranean Corridor. Its completion would enable uninterrupted high-speed travel 
from Barcelona to major French cities and beyond, significantly improving journey times and relia-
bility.

Equally important is the upgrade of the San Sebastian–Hendaye section, which currently suffers 
from a break-of-gauge adding time and cost to cross-border operations. Installing dual-gauge or 
gauge-change technology would eliminate this constraint and facilitate the integration of the Bas-
que Y high-speed network with the French system.

3.2. Enhance technical interoperability
 
Technical interoperability remains a major barrier to efficient cross-border rail operations. The key 
priority here is to harmonize signaling systems (ERTMS), electrification voltages, and driver certifi-
cation requirements. These differences currently fragment the network and complicate operations.

 
25 For further details, see Connecting Europe Facility (2021-2027)
26 Answer given by Mr Tzitzikostas on behalf of the European Commission (2025)

https://transport.ec.europa.eu/transport-themes/infrastructure-and-investment/connecting-europe-facility_en#:~:text=Connecting%20Europe%20Facility%202021%2D2027&text=The%20budget%20allocated%20to%20CEF,support%20from%20the%20Cohesion%20Fund.
https://www.europarl.europa.eu/doceo/document/E-10-2024-002584-ASW_EN.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com#def2
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Extending UIC gauge coverage beyond key nodes such as Barcelona would further reduce transi-
tion costs and simplify rolling stock deployment. Additionally, reforming language and certification 
rules—such as the requirement for Spanish fluency for French drivers on short segments like Cer-
bère–Portbou—is essential to removing unnecessary operational barriers.

3.3. Support new and restored services
 
Infrastructure alone is not enough—services must be restored and expanded to meet growing de-
mand. One of the most impactful measures would be reintroducing night trains on key routes such 
as Paris–Madrid and Paris–Barcelona. These services offer a low-emission, comfortable alternative 
to air travel, catering to both leisure and business travelers. To make this vision a reality, a combina-
tion of policy instruments and market mechanisms should be employed. First, Public Service Obli-
gations could ensure minimum service levels and financial stability, particularly during the initial 
phase, supported by national funding and EU instruments like the Connecting Europe Facility. At 
the same time, access to interoperable rolling stock should be facilitated through public-private 
investment and leasing models to reduce barriers for operators. Removing technical and regulatory 
obstacles—such as differing safety certifications and incomplete infrastructure like the Montpe-
llier–Perpignan segment—is equally essential.

Finally, coordinated timetables, seamless ticketing, and improved on-board services would enhan-
ce user experience and boost the competitiveness of rail. In particular, the forthcoming Single Tic-
keting Legislative Package from the European Commission presents a timely opportunity to make 
integrated, cross-border ticketing a reality. Moreover, reducing track access charges (TACs) for 
cross-border and night trains would further support their development and improve market condi-
tions.

Daytime services also need to be expanded. Routes such as Toulouse–Madrid, Marseille–Zaragoza, 
and Lyon–Barcelona have strong potential but remain underserved or inactive. Encouraging both 
public and private operators to launch new cross-border services under open-access frameworks 
will foster competition, innovation, and affordability.

3.4. Improve governance and stakeholder engagement
 
The fragmented governance of cross-border rail is a major obstacle to progress. The most strate-
gic step is to establish a permanent France–Spain rail task force inside the TEN-T governance fra-
mework, charged with aligning infrastructure planning, service timetables, and funding streams on 
both sides of the Pyrenees.To give this body real authority, the European Commission should adopt 
an implementing act under the revised TEN-T Regulation—mirroring the approach already taken for 
other corridors: for example, Implementing Decision C(2018) 2356, which sets out detailed miles-
tones for the Évora–Mérida (Lisbon–Madrid) cross-border section, and the ongoing preparatory 
work on an implementing act for the Lyon–Turin link discussed at the Commission’s high-speed-rail 
implementation dialogue of 15 April 2025.
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Effective governance must also include the voices of regional governments, Euroregions, civil so-
ciety organizations, and passenger associations. Engaging these stakeholders ensures that servi-
ces are designed with users in mind and aligned with local mobility needs.

Governance reform should also address cross-border proximity services and regional connectivi-
ty—not just major intercity routes—by enabling bottom-up coordination and aligning local mobility 
needs with national and EU-level strategies.

3.5. Promote modal shift through incentives
 
To make rail the preferred mode of travel between France and Spain, passengers must be offe-
red a compelling alternative to flying or driving. The central priority is to make rail more attractive 
through incentives and seamless travel experiences. This includes cross-border rail passes, loyalty 
programs, and fare discounts.

Multimodal integration is also essential. Key hubs such as Perpignan, Figueres, Irún, and Henda-
ye should be developed into seamless interchange points, with coordinated connections to local 
transport, bike-sharing, and other sustainable modes. Marketing campaigns should highlight the 
environmental and experiential benefits of rail travel, helping to shift public perception and beha-
vior.

3.6. Leverage EU funding towards rail 
 
Finally, the success of these initiatives depends on the strategic use of EU funding. The most im-
mediate opportunity is to prioritize French–Spanish rail projects in upcoming Connecting Europe 
Facility (CEF) and Cohesion Fund calls. These can support feasibility studies, pilot projects for gau-
ge-change technology, acquisition of interoperable rolling stock, and digital integration. Under the 
current Multiannual Financial Framework (2021–2027), the CEF allocates €25.8 billion to transport 
infrastructure, with approximately three-quarters directed toward rail. A dedicated share of this 
substantial budget should be allocated to upgrades along the Mediterranean and Atlantic corri-
dors, making cross-border rail a flagship of EU climate and cohesion policy.

Looking ahead, the revision of the MFF presents a timely opportunity to address these gaps. One 
promising avenue is to leverage the expanding EU defense budget to co-finance dual-use rail in-
frastructure—projects that serve both civilian and military needs. This aligns with the EU’s Military 
Mobility Action Plan 2.0, which identifies priority corridors and infrastructure gaps essential for 
rapid troop and equipment movement27. Strengthening rail for dual use could unlock additional 
funding, accelerate project delivery, and enhance both climate resilience and strategic autonomy.

 
 

27 To read the full report, see Action plan on military mobility 2.0

https://eur-lex.europa.eu/legal-content/EN/TXT/?uri=celex:52022JC0048
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4. Conclusions
 
Reviving cross-border passenger rail services between France and Spain is not only a climate impe-
rative but a strategic opportunity for deepening regional integration and sustainable development. 
Despite the presence of critical infrastructure and the political will expressed through EU and na-
tional climate strategies, current services are sparse, fragmented, and underutilized. The challen-
ges are clear—technical incompatibilities, institutional misalignment, and limited service offerings 
continue to hinder the full potential of the Mediterranean and Atlantic corridors.

Completing missing infrastructure links such as the Montpellier–Perpignan high-speed line and up-
grading the San Sebastian–Hendaye section is essential to enable seamless, efficient rail travel. At 
the same time, interoperability must be improved by harmonizing technical standards and easing 
cross-border operational barriers, such as driver certification.

Crucially, infrastructure investments must be paired with a revival of services—particularly night 
trains and underserved daytime routes—that respond to current travel demand and offer viable 
alternatives to air and road. A renewed governance framework, supported by a dedicated France–
Spain Rail Task Force, can coordinate efforts and align national strategies with EU objectives.

With appropriate funding, cross-border rail can become a cornerstone of sustainable mobility 
and territorial cohesion in southwestern Europe by transforming underused corridors into vibrant, 
low-carbon connections that serve people, climate, and the economy alike.
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