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Draft opinion of the European Committee of the Regions Budget – Advancing Europe’s sustainable and connected transport system – a territorial perspective

I. POLICY RECOMMENDATIONS

THE EUROPEAN COMMITTEE OF THE REGIONS (CoR)

General remarks

welcomes the European Commission’s efforts to address structural gaps in the EU transport system through the Sustainable Transport Investment Plan (STIP) and the High-Speed Rail (HSR) Communication, in particular their contribution to competitiveness and connectivity objectives; 

recognises that both initiatives respond to pressing challenges, including the decarbonisation and resilience of aviation and maritime transport, the completion of the TEN-T high-speed rail network, and the need to strengthen Europe’s industrial base and reduce external dependencies; notes that the importance of developing European renewable and low-carbon alternative fuels production and high-speed and conventional rail network has been demonstrated by the jet fuel shortages following the crisis in the Strait of Hormuz;

welcomes the fact that both initiatives have been inspired by the analyses of the Draghi report, which emphasises the importance of investing in and developing Europe's alternative low carbon fuels infrastructure for aviation, maritime and road transport, as well as the high-speed rail network, stressing that infrastructure investments are critical for competitiveness, cohesion and resilience;

notes, however, that both Communications do not sufficiently integrate territorial, governance and system-level dimensions which are essential for the objective of balanced territorial development across the EU; highlights also that the absence of a territorial impact assessment, combined with limited specification of governance arrangements and funding accessibility, creates uncertainty for local and regional authorities (LRAs) and risks uneven implementation across EU territories; calls on the Commission to carry out a territorial impact assessment to support a territorially coherent implementation of the STIP and HSR initiatives, and to make the results publicly available;

stresses that, although both Communications are framed at EU and national level, their successful implementation will depend on infrastructure, planning and investment decisions taking place at local and regional level, and therefore require a stronger place-based approach and effective multilevel governance;

recalls its long-standing positions on transport policy, including the need for strong multilevel governance, territorial cohesion safeguards, technological neutrality, integrated mobility systems, accessible funding and attention to the social dimension of mobility, in particular by ensuring that the green transition in transport does not deepen transport poverty in rural, mountain, peripheral, sparsely populated and cross-border regions;

emphasises the importance of safeguarding the right to stay in remote, rural and mountainous areas through improved transport connectivity, as improving the accessibility and the freedom to move in these regions is essential to unlock new opportunities, enhance territorial cohesion and increase their attractiveness for current residents and future generations;

considers that targeted adjustments are required to ensure that the STIP and HSR initiatives can deliver their objectives in a territorially balanced, inclusive and operationally feasible manner.

Territorial cohesion and place-based approach

stresses the need for differentiated and place-based transport policies reflecting the diversity of territorial contexts, including urban, rural, peripheral, mountainous, island, outermost and cross-border regions; therefore, regrets that the STIP Communication, like the HSR Communication, does not take sufficient account of local and regional dimensions. This is important not least so as to enable an integrated transport system that covers all parts of the EU;

reiterates that EU transport investments remain overly concentrated on core corridors, while regional rail networks, cross-border missing links, feeder and last-mile connections and rural and sparsely populated areas continue to face structural underinvestment, weakening territorial cohesion and the right to stay;

stresses that the development of the HSR network between main metropolitan hubs without simultaneously improving its connectivity with the conventional rail network, particularly in peripheral, mountainous and rural areas, including regional rail services, missing links and affordable feeder connections to small and medium-sized towns in mountain, sparsely populated and cross-border regions, risks undermining cohesion and further aggravating the demographic crisis; calls in this context for the future HSR network to ensure regular interconnection points with the conventional rail network and to promote strong feeder networks, in order to optimise the territorial benefits of the HSR network, strengthen regional competitiveness and support the right to stay;

emphasises the importance of strengthening rail and road connectivity of strategic international airports where rail alternatives are not available or do not provide adequate connectivity, as well as regional airports that are vital for territorial cohesion and accessibility, with the wider TEN-T network; stressing, in this regard, the need to create new HSR stations at or near regional airports, so as to unlock the full territorial and economic potential of both the high-speed rail network and regional airport infrastructure;

requests that monitoring mechanisms focus on concrete outcomes such as territorial impacts, accessibility, affordability and modal shift at regional level, including the social effects of climate-related transport costs, transport poverty, travel times and access to essential services in less connected territories;

stresses that, in light of increasing costs and implementation challenges of Europe's rail network identified in recent audits, and the high costs and limited alternative fuels infrastructure, a uniform expansion model is neither realistic nor efficient across all EU territories, and therefore underlines the need for a technology-neutral and place-based approach consistent with the Union’s climate neutrality objective and the energy-efficiency-first principle;

calls for all transport investments supported under STIP and HSR to incorporate climate adaptation and resilience criteria, including protection against floods, droughts, heat stress and extreme weather events;

calls for a differentiated and territorially balanced approach to the HSR plan, combining high-speed rail development with the upgrading of conventional rail networks and strengthened regional connectivity, including 'missing links' on regional rail networks and their potential to help mitigate growing transport exclusion in certain less densely populated territories; in this regard, reiterates its call[footnoteRef:1] for the Connecting Europe Facility 2028-2034 award criteria to recognise the European added value of national missing links that unlock corridor functionality; [1:  	CDR-3311-2025 Connecting Europe Facility 2028-2034 Regulation.] 


notes that the territorial disparities in alternative fuels infrastructure between regions, ports and airports puts certain regions and operators at a significant disadvantage in view of the emission-reduction obligations under ReFuelEU Aviation Regulation and the FuelEU Maritime Regulation, and stresses the need to align the obligations with market development and investment capacity, ensuring a socially and economically sustainable transition across EU regions;

underlines the critical importance of engaging the private sector and SMEs in developing local alternative fuel value chains and improving connectivity and multimodality across Europe's HSR network, including through first- and last-mile solutions and digital mobility services;

highlights that the development of high-speed rail and rail connectivity more broadly can help provide viable alternatives to short-haul flights, while supporting better rail-air integration where substitution is not feasible or competitive;

reiterates the CoR’s longstanding support for a system-level and multimodal approach to transport policy, linking long-distance corridors with regional and local mobility systems, and therefore regrets that both Communications adopt a predominantly sectoral approach, with limited attention to multimodal integration and last-mile connectivity;

stresses the importance of connecting high-speed rail networks with regional rail, public transport systems, airports, ports and urban mobility strategies; stresses in this context the need to accelerate the technical harmonisation and interoperability of the rail system, including signalling, standards and operational procedures, as a prerequisite for efficient cross-border services and network performance;

stresses that EU transport investments should follow the sustainable mobility hierarchy, prioritising walking, cycling, public transport and rail before investment in more carbon-intensive transport modes;

reiterates its concern at the persistent shortfall in investment in public transport infrastructure across the EU and the constraining effect of this on the EU’s objectives of multimodality and of shifting towards more efficient and environmentally friendly modes of transport .

Underlines that network resilience and the availability of alternative routing capacity on principal corridors are essential components of territorial cohesion, as disruptions on single-track or non-redundant corridors disproportionately affect peripheral and rural regions with no viable transport alternatives and calls to recognise network redundancy as a strategic investment objective within the TEN-T framework;

Implementation capacity and regulatory feasibility

underlines that achieving EU transport objectives requires alignment with local and regional specificities and implementation capacity; warns against the creation of new regulatory burdens and overly centralised or top-down implementation approaches that may lead to delays and inefficiencies; stresses that LRAs should retain a meaningful role in planning, selecting and implementing transport projects, supported by targeted capacity-building;

notes with concern that both Communications insufficiently address administrative capacity, permitting processes, technical and financial constraints at territorial level;

stresses the need to simplify reporting and regulatory burdens, and for a technology-neutral approach toward the European alternative renewable and low-carbon fuels production and deployment for aviation and waterborne transport, and welcomes the fact that the STIP communication recognises various types of renewable and low-carbon fuels needed to achieve a sustainable transition, which will support decarbonisation, competitiveness and strategic autonomy;

regrets that the STIP Communication excludes road transport, as the inclusion of the automotive and heavy-duty vehicle sectors would strengthen the overall alternative fuels industry ecosystem and lead to spillover effects and synergies between aviation, maritime and road transport; calls for stable and technology-neutral measures to accelerate the production of renewable and low-carbon fuels for road transport;

notes that demand for low-carbon and renewable fuels is lagging behind due to their higher operating costs for airlines and shipping operators, with prices 2-10 times higher than conventional fuels, and investors facing high capital costs and revenue risks; is concerned that the demand created by EU regulations risks being met by production outside of the EU, creating new strategic dependencies and undermining Europe's industrial competitiveness;

stresses that public support for alternative fuels should promote a diversified and cost-efficient uptake of low-carbon solutions, prioritising those delivering meaningful greenhouse-gas reductions in the short to medium term, while progressively scaling up the most sustainable options;

highlights the importance of creating a competitive and profitable business environment, ensuring that private sector operators are seen as essential partners in delivering the STIP and HSR objectives; emphasises that the decarbonisation of aviation and maritime industries must be realistic, gradual and efficient, ensuring alignment with EU competitiveness objectives and avoiding undue burdens on European regions and businesses;

welcomes the Commission's proposal to improve train ticketing, facilitating single-ticket bookings across multiple rail operators and making the rail market more transparent and accessible; believes that this will help increase the attractiveness of rail travel for passengers, but it must be implemented in a way that does not undermine fair competition or impose undue regulatory burdens on rail companies and platforms. Care must also be taken to ensure that neither local rail transport, nor elements of integrated public transport systems in urban areas, are subject to rules that are in fact aimed at solving problems with long-distance transport or ticketing for cross-border travel;

notes with concern that recent evidence from the European Court of Auditors shows that major TEN-T infrastructure projects are subject to systematic delays and cost overruns, with average delays reaching 17 years and cost increases of up to 82% compared to original estimates; stresses that these structural challenges raise serious questions regarding the feasibility and timing of the objectives set out in the HSR Communication and the completion of the high-speed rail network;

warns that without a more realistic implementation framework, combined with resolute simplification and acceleration of procedures, there is a risk that the HSR Communication remains aspirational rather than operational, limiting its capacity to deliver tangible results.

Governance

stresses that local and regional authorities are key actors in the planning, permitting and implementation of transport infrastructure and industrial projects, and must be formally recognised as such; reiterates its longstanding call for structured multilevel governance mechanisms within EU transport policy, and calls for their systematic integration within both STIP and HSR frameworks, ensuring systematic involvement of LRAs in investment planning, corridor governance, monitoring and evaluation processes;

recommends that LRAs be granted a formal role in relevant governance bodies, including participation in advisory or coordination platforms linked to both initiatives, to ensure an efficient coordination and implementation on the ground;

emphasises that private-sector operators, including transport service providers, infrastructure managers and industrial actors, play a central role in the deployment, operation and innovation of transport systems. They also make a decisive contribution to boosting the efficiency of planning and implementation of infrastructure and investment projects. Calls therefore for their role to be fully recognised and systematically integrated into the planning and implementation through structured partnerships;

Stresses that the formal role of LRAs in governance bodies should extend beyond project-level participation to include strategic infrastructure planning and long-term investment decisions affecting their territories, regardless of the ownership or management model of the infrastructure concerned; considers that this is particularly relevant for infrastructure assets with significant territorial and economic impact managed under national or concessional frameworks, where regional authorities currently have limited or no formal decision-making capacity;

calls for the Committee of the Regions to be systematically involved in relevant governance, monitoring and stakeholder structures linked to the implementation of the STIP and HSR initiatives, in order to ensure that territorial cohesion and multilevel governance considerations are adequately reflected.

Financing

notes that the available public funding alone is insufficient to meet the objectives covered by STIP and HSR, and stresses the need for a clear, coherent and accessible policy and funding framework, ensuring that LRAs and private sector operators can effectively participate in the delivery of both initiatives;

stresses that the implementation of the Social Climate Fund and national Social Climate Plans should give specific priority to transport poverty in rural, mountain, peripheral, sparsely populated and cross-border regions, supporting affordable public transport, demand-responsive mobility, intermodal links and last-mile solutions where alternatives are limited;

calls for stronger operational coordination between cohesion policy programmes, CEF and other EU policies supporting transport, ensuring that investments in high-speed rail, multimodal connectivity and alternative fuels infrastructure are implemented coherently across territorial levels; underlines that such coordination should enable LRAs, especially in less developed, rural, mountain and peripheral regions, to combine relevant EU funds through simplified and integrated access mechanisms; also supports stronger coordination and innovative solutions with the private sector, such as public-private partnerships, regulatory asset base models and cross-financing;

notes with concern the lack of clarity on how projects under STIP and HSR will be prioritised and financed across these instruments; urges the Commission to clarify complementarities between instruments, avoid overlaps and competition, and ensure continuity between programming periods;

Calls for EU funding frameworks and cohesion policy programmes to explicitly recognise the modernisation and capacity expansion of regional and suburban rail networks as eligible investment priorities; stressing that where governance responsibility for such networks is transferred between levels of public administration, relevant EU co-financing mechanisms should be adapted to ensure that the receiving authority retains adequate investment capacity;

stresses the importance of predictable and long-term policy and funding to support large-scale infrastructure and industrial investments; calls on the Commission to develop a credible and coordinated policy and financing framework for STIP and HSR, combining EU, national and private funding sources in a complementary manner, while reflecting the different economic characteristics of projects, including revenue-generating infrastructure and/or cost-saving investments and projects requiring targeted public support due to high risk or limited commercial viability.

Overall policy direction

considers that the STIP and HSR Communications represent important steps towards a more sustainable and connected European transport system, but remain incomplete from a territorial and governance perspective;

stresses the need to move from sectoral and infrastructure-driven approaches towards integrated transport systems, place-based policy design, and governance models that fully involve LRAs and recognise the role and needs of the private sector; believes that this approach would support a more efficient and effective development of Europe's transport system, ensuring the right to move while safeguarding the right to stay;

stresses that central and eastern European regions, especially mountain and cross-border areas, face a double structural disadvantage: limited HSR access and underdeveloped conventional transport infrastructure; calls for tailored investment support and systematic involvement of regional authorities in governance and monitoring;

calls on the Commission to take these elements into account in the implementation of the current initiatives and in the preparation of future transport policy and funding frameworks, including the post-2027 MFF.

Brussels,   .
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