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climate transition towards sustainability in Europe and the Mediterranean
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to develop and implement public policies and accelerate the energy transition,
sustainable mobility, green and blue economy, among other sustainable
development issues. ecounion.eu

The Viaja en Verde initiative, led by eco-union, aims to reduce the climate
impact of tourist mobility—whether for leisure or business purposes—in
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and tourism managers about the need to promote train travel for medium-
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This policy brief aims to bring together updated information regarding the status of Portugue-
se-Spanish passenger train connections on medium to long distance cross-border night and
day lines. It identifies technical and institutional challenges, and proposes strategic recommen-
dations to restore sustainable passenger rail and advance the EU’s climate and cohesion goals.

1. Context

1. Transport sector emissions in Spain

In Spain, the transport sector is responsible for the emission of 30.7 % of total national greenhouse
gas emissions, being the sector with the highest emissions." In 2022, road transport contributed
the most to greenhouse gas emissions with 87.3 % of the total, followed by maritime, air and rail
transport representing respectively 3.86 %, 3.4 % and 0.21 % of the total emissions of the transport
sector.?

FIGURE 1 : SHARE OF EMISSIONS FROM THE TRANSPORT SECTOR
IN SPAIN BY MIODE OF TRANSPORTATION (2022)

Air 3,4%
Rail 0,2%
Maritime 3,9%

Road 92,5%

Source: Own elaboration based on data from the Observatory of Transport and Logistics in Spain

"Desde 2007, el consumo de energia final del sector transporte se ha reducido considerablemente - OTLE (2025)
2 Informe Anual 2024 del Observatorio del Transporte y la Logistica en Espafia - OTLE (2025)
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1.2. Transport sector emissions in Portugal

Similarly, in Portugal, the transport sector also plays a major role in overall emissions, contributing
30.3 % of the country’s total CO2 emissions in 20223, Despite overall progress in reducing emissions
across sectors like power and buildings, transport emissions in Portugal have been rising. Between
July 2022 and July 2023, road transport emissions increased by 6.2% compared to pre-pandemic
levels. This surge is attributed to factors such as increased private car usage, a decline in public
transport patronage, and urban sprawl leading to longer commutes®.

As both countries are subject to the same European Climate Pact targets, achieving climate neu-
trality by 2050 requires an urgent 90 % reduction in emissions from the transport sector. This am-
bitious target underscores the need for effective decarbonization strategies, particularly targeting
road transport, which is responsible for a substantial portion of emissions.

1.3. Rail as the environmentally-friendly alternative

Among the various modes of transport, rail stands out for its environmental performance. Overa-
ll, the rail sector was responsible for 0.3 % of the direct emissions from transport in the EU-27 in
2022, making it the lowest-emission transport mode®. In contrast, road transport is responsible for
over 73.2 % of all transport-related greenhouse gas emissions in the EU®, while maritime transport
accounts for approximately 14.2 %’, and aviation contributes around 13.9 %2 of the sector’s total
emissions.

This significant difference in environmental impact emphasizes the role of rail in meeting European
decarbonization goals. Compared to air and road travel, rail produces much lower emissions per
person per kilometer traveled. This makes it an essential element of any strategy aiming to reduce
overall emissions from transport.

1.4. EU policy support for rail’s decarbonization role

The European Green Deal and the EU Sustainable and Smart Mobility Strategy highlight the im-
portance of rail as a cornerstone for achieving a climate-neutral and efficient transport system.
These policies recognize rail as a key element in shifting away from short-haul flights and redu-
cing road congestion, two significant sources of emissions in the transport sector. As one of the
lowest-emission long-distance transport options, rail is essential to achieving the EU’s overarching
climate goals®.

SEstatisticas dos Transportes e Comunicagdes - INE (2022)

4The Portugal News. (2023). Emissions on Portugal’s roads increase by 6.2%

5Sustainability of Europe’s mobility systems - European Environment Agency (2024)

8Greenhouse gas emissions from transport in Europe - European Environment Agency (2024)

7European Maritime Transport Environmental Report 2025 - EEA-EMSA

8Reducing emissions from aviation - Directorate-General for Climate Action, European Commission

®European Union Agency for Railways. Report - Fostering the railway sector through the European Green Deal (2022)
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For instance, the Lisbon-Madrid air route, which served 1.9 million passengers in 2024, is
a prime example of a route ripe for modal shift to rail. This shift could significantly reduce
emissions and alleviate congestion, offering a concrete opportunity to enhance cross-
border rail connectivity while contributing to the decarbonization of the transport sector.

1.5. Cross-border rail services: a missed opportunity

While rail has the potential to play a key role in the decarbonization of transport between Spain
and Portugal, its current use for cross-border passenger transport is minimal. Despite the existen-
ce of infrastructure like the Atlantic TEN-T Corridor, which connects cities such as Lisbon, Porto,
and Sines in Portugal with Spanish hubs and the broader EU transport network, rail services remain
underdeveloped.

International passenger flows between Portugal and Spain are dominated by road transport, which
accounts for 90.5 % of all travelers", followed by air travel. Together, these two modes represent
nearly all cross-border movements. In contrast, rail transport has remained marginal, showing mini-
mal growth over the past decade. This underutilization of rail infrastructure is largely due to chan-
ging travel habits, the rise of low-cost airlines, and the lack of viable and convenient rail alternati-
ves.

FIGURE 2 : DISTRIBUTION OF PASSENGER FLOW BETWEEN SPAIN AND PORTUGAL
BY MIODE OF TRANSPORT (2019)

Inland waterways 0,3 %
Rail 0,4 %
Air (including
islands) 8,8 %

Road 90,5 %

Source: Developed by the Spain/Portugal cross-border observatory (OTEP) based on data from the Directorate General
of Highways (Spain, road mode); Renfe and Comboios de Portugal (Spain and Portugal, rail mode); Aena, S.A. and ANAC
(Spain and Portugal, air); INE (Portugal, inland waterways)

'©Eurostat, Passengers transported by air between reporting country and partner country - European Commission (2025)
" Ministerio de Transportes, Movilidad y Agenda Urbana, Observatorio Transfronterizo Espafa-Portugal (OTEP). Documento n° 10 (2022)
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1.6. Decline of rail connectivity since 2019

Since 2019, the state of rail connectivity between Spain and Portugal has worsened. Currently, the-
re are no direct daytime trains between major cities such as Madrid and Lisbon or Madrid and Porto.
Traveling by rail between these cities typically takes over eight hours and requires transfers, ma-
king it a less attractive option compared to faster alternatives like air travel. Furthermore, overnight
trains, like the Lusitania Trenhotel and Sud Express, which once provided essential links between
the two countries, were suspended in 2020 due to the COVID-19 pandemic and have yet to resume.

The continued absence of frequent, fast, and convenient cross-border rail services presents
a significant barrier to the modal shift towards more sustainable transport. This lack of hi-
gh-quality services not only undermines efforts to reduce transport emissions but also pre-
vents the realization of the EU’s vision for an integrated, climate-neutral transport system.

1.7. Insufficient infrastructure and interoperability

While the European Union has made considerable investments in infrastructure under the Atlantic
TEN-T Corridor, much of this funding has been focused on freight transport, with insufficient atten-
tion to the development of interoperable, high-speed passenger services. Key rail corridors, such
as the Evora-Elvas-Badajoz and Lisbon-Vigo routes, have seen limited progress in terms of service
integration and modernization.

The EU Regulation (EU) 2024/1679, adopted in 2024, mandates that all core and extended core
TEN-T rail lines must support speeds of at least 160 km/h and be equipped with ERTMS (European
Rail Traffic Management System) by 2040™. While this requlation strengthens the call for infras-
tructure development, full potential can only be achieved when rail services are prioritized alongsi-
de infrastructure upgrades. Furthermore, interoperability at border crossings remains a significant
challenge, limiting seamless cross-border travel between Spain and Portugal.

2. Challenges

The lack of high-quality cross-border rail services between Spain and Portugal undermines
EU investments and hinders progress toward sustainable mobility and regional cohesion. Wi-
thout viable rail alternatives, efforts to shift from short-haul flights and car use—key goals
of EU climate and transport policy—are stalled. This limits the potential of the Atlantic TEN-T
Corridor to foster economic integration, tourism, and resilient cross-border connectivity.

2 European Commission, Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T) (2024)
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2. Technical and infrastructures barriers

The Iberian gauge (1.668 mm) remains the standard across Portuguese and Spanish rail networks,
limiting interoperability with the wider European UIC gauge system (1.435 mm). This technical diver-
gence, together with differences in electrification (25kV vs 3kV) and signaling systems, limits intero-
perability, creating a “railway island” on the lberian Peninsula®™, where rolling stock and infrastruc-
ture are incompatible with the rest of Europe without gauge-change systems or dual-gauge tracks.

While some border points like Badajoz-Elvas™ and Vilar Formoso-Salamanca™ have physical trac-
ks in place, the absence of dual-gauge or gauge-change facilities prevents seamless and reqular
cross-border passenger service. Non-electrified and poorly maintained segments further reduce
reliability and competitiveness.

2.2. Institutional and governance challenges

Although coordination exists for short-term capacity and construction issues, there is no formal
binational governance structure for long-term planning'™ and service integration. Spain prioritizes
the Madrid-Lisbon high-speed corridor, while Portugal focuses on Lisbon-Vigo". This misalignment
has delayed investment and hindered restoration of discontinued services like the Lusitania Tren-
hotel and Sud Express, however there were some negotiations to bring them back during 2025,

2.3. Passenger service limitations

Since 2020, no long-distance cross-border services have resumed. The lack of integrated tic-
keting systems forces travelers to book separate legs on RENFE and Comboios de Portu-
gal (CP) platforms, creating confusion and deterring rail use. Combined with poor station sig-
nage, limited multilingual support, and uncoordinated timetables, these service gaps leave
rail unable to compete with airlines or long-distance buses despite strong tourism and bu-
siness demand. Currently, the Tren Celta, jointly operated by Renfe and CP, is the only ac-
tive international passenger rail service between Spain and Portugal. This regional tra-
in connects the cities of Vigo and Porto, operating with limited frequency and low capacity.

BEspafia, una isla ferroviaria aislada de Europa - Ambientum (2024)

“El tren rapido entre Badajoz y Lisboa también se retrasa sin fecha concreta - La crénica de Badajoz (2024)

®Los trenes de Portugal que regresan a la frontera y que Salamanca tendra que esperar - Salamanca hoy (2024)

'®Espana y Portugal refuerzan su compromiso con la Alta Velocidad entre Madrid y Lisboa y la conexion Vigo-Oporto - La Razén (2025)
7 Portugal prioriza el Lisboa-Vigo para 2032 mientras Espafia insiste en la conexion a Madrid - VigoE (2024)

'8 a vuelta del ‘Lusitania’ no es solo nostalgia - 20minutos (2025)
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2.4. Market and demand constraints

Strong competition from low-cost airlines and intercity buses undermines rail’s attractiveness'.
Perceived low demand discourages investment, although evidence suggests latent potential
exists—especially from tourism and business segments—if competitive, user-friendly services
were offered. Poor marketing of rail alternatives also contributes to underutilization.

2.b. Funding gaps and delayed infrastructure

Although the EU has committed substantial funds, including € 813 million for the first pha-
se of the Lisbon-Porto high-speed line?°, which will ultimately connect to Spain via Ba-
dajoz, many Spanish-Portuguese projects face delayed implementation. For exam-
ple, the Lisbon-Madrid high-speed line is not expected to be completed until 20342', with
phased deployment of other key corridors like Lisbon-Vigo extending to 2032%2. The-
se delays postpone emission reductions and undermine public confidence in rail solutions.

3. Policy recommendations

3.l1. Restore direct cross-border passenger services

Reinstating direct international rail services—particularly night trains—is vital to reconnect the lbe-
rian Peninsula with the wider European network and reduce reliance on short-haul flights.The Lisbon-
Madrid and Lisbon-Hendaye night trains, suspended in 2020, should be relaunched with modern ro-
llingstock,attractive pricing,and coordinated marketingto capturelatentdemandfrombothtourists
and business travelers. n parallel, a direct daytime service between Lisbon and Madrid could operate
onexistingtracks,cuttingjourneytimesintheshorttermand providingaviablealternative toairtravel.

3.2. Promote new operators and services

Opening cross-border lines to new public and private operators beyond CP and Renfe can stimulate
competition, innovation, and improved service quality. Under the EU’s rail liberalization framework
and its action plan for cross-border services, new entrants could fill gaps in both night-train and
high-speed segments. Experience from other EU markets shows that diversity of operators drives
better timetable frequency, dynamic pricing, and customer-focused offerings, all of which are cu-
rrently missing on Iberian international routes.

®Reviving Portuguese-Spanish passenger rail lines - Europe on Rail (2022)

20EUR 813 million CEF grant for Porto-Lisbon HSR - Railway Pro (2024)

2'New Madrid-Lisbon high-speed train to cut journey time from 10 hours to three - Euronews (2025)

22E| Gobierno apunta a la responsabilidad de Portugal para que el AVE Lisboa-Vigo lleque en 2032 - Agenttravel (2024)

Time to reconnect: Restoring passenger rail between Spain & Portugal 8


chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://europeonrail.eu/wp-content/uploads/2022/10/Europe-on-Rail_Reviving-PT-SP-passenger-rail-lines.pdf
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.railwaypro.com/wp/eur-813-million-cef-grant-for-porto-lisbon-hsr/%23:~:text%3DEUR%2520813%2520million%2520CEF%2520grant%2520for%2520Porto%2520%25E2%2580%2593%2520Lisbon%2520HSR%26text%3DThe%2520project%2520concerns%2520the%2520construction,of%2520new%2520single%252Dtrack%2520connections&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1748948947266043&usg=AOvVaw0fUaS7N2CgMWZsiZ4zsNIV
https://www.euronews.com/travel/2025/04/17/spain-to-portugal-by-train-is-a-madrid-to-lisbon-high-speed-line-on-the-horizon
https://www.agenttravel.es/noticia-056291_El-Gobierno-apunta-a-la-responsabilidad-de-Portugal-para-que-el-AVE-Lisboa-Vigo-llegue-en-2032.html

=* Viaja en \lerde

3.3. Enhance interoperability

Technical barriers—gauge differences, electrification mismatches, and non-interoperable signa-
ling—must be systematically addressed to enable seamless cross-border operations. Harmonizing
systems through full deployment of the European Rail Traffic Management System (ERTMS) and
aligning electrification standards would eliminate operational barriers. Investing in dual-gauge
track or gauge-change facilities at key border points such as Fuentes de Oforo and Elvas would
allow through-running of trains without time-consuming equipment changes. These upgrades will
ensure compliance with TEN-T Regulation (EU) 2024/1679, which mandates 160 km/h capability and
digital interoperability on core corridors by 2040.

3.4. Strengthen bilateral governance

A formal binational governance framework is needed to overcome divergent national priorities and
coordinate planning, investment, and operations. Establishing a Portugal-Spain Rail Connectivity
Task Force under EU coordination would align infrastructure upgrades, service timetables, and fun-
ding allocations.

This body should set joint key performance indicators—such as cross-border passenger volumes,
on-time performance, and emissions reduced—and report annually to the European Commission,
ensuring accountability and strategic coherence with TEN-T objectives.

3.0. Improve passenger experience

To make rail genuinely competitive, booking and information systems must be fully integrated. To-
day, travelers must purchase separate tickets for each leg of a cross-border journey, creating fric-
tion and confusion. A unified digital platform should be deployed for Spanish-Portuguese routes,
delivering single-purchase ticketing, real-time connection information, and seamless transfers be-
tween trains, buses, and metros. Enhanced station wayfinding, multilingual customer support, and
synchronized schedules will further boost the attractiveness of rail travel.

3.6. Promote modal shift

Shifting passengers and freight from road and air to rail requires targeted incentives and an impro-
ved user proposition. Fare discounts, loyalty programs, and public subsidies for operators laun-
ching cross-border services can jump-start demand. Integrated ticketing that bundles rail with lo-
cal bus and metro options will simplify journeys. Joint tourism marketing campaigns—highlighting
scenic routes such as Porto-Vigo-Salamanca and cultural destinations like Evora and Salamanca—
can attract leisure travelers and demonstrate the experiential value of rail.
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3.7. Leverage EU funding

Portuguese-Spanish rail projects must be prioritized in EU funding instruments to ensure ra-
pid implementation. Under the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) and Cohesion Fund, co-finan-
cing should support feasibility studies, procurement of interoperable rolling stock, and last-mile
infrastructure upgrades at border stations. In 2024 alone, the CEF allocated € 2.5 billion to sus-
tainable transport, including cross-border rail and digital systems, and the EU approved a € 7 bi-
llion package for 134 transport projects emphasizing interoperability and missing TEN-T links.
Securing a dedicated share of these resources will unlock the Atlantic Corridor’s potential and
deliver tangible benefits in emissions reduction, regional cohesion, and passenger mobility.

4. Conclusions

The lack of high-quality cross-border rail services between Spain and Portugal undermines not only
the EU’s climate and mobility ambitions, but also the effectiveness of past and ongoing invest-
ments along the Atlantic TEN-T Corridor. In the absence of viable rail alternatives, the modal shift
from short-haul flights and private car use remains out of reach—particularly in the tourism sector,
where low-carbon options are increasingly demanded but poorly provided.

Reviving and modernizing these connections is not merely an environmental imperative—it is a
strategic opportunity to deliver tangible benefits across multiple dimensions. High-speed and ni-
ght train services linking key Iberian cities can unlock regional economic development, strengthen
territorial cohesion, support the tourism and services sectors, and accelerate progress toward EU
decarbonization goals.

To realize this vision, strong political leadership and binational coordination are essential. National
governments must work in tandem to align priorities, overcome requlatory and technical barriers,
and ensure that new infrastructure is designed with interoperability and passenger needs at its
core.

EU funding instruments such as the Connecting Europe Facility (CEF) and Cohesion Policy must be
fully leveraged to close investment gaps, support feasibility studies, and deliver high-impact up-
grades. At the same time, a joint governance framework can help align objectives, monitor progress,
and keep long-term commitments on track.

With the right mix of political will, investment, and cooperation, the Atlantic Corridor can become a
flagship for sustainable, integrated, and high-quality cross-border mobility in Europe.
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