
Statement in Support of Increasing Freight Opportunities through the Channel 

Tunnel 

Introduction 
CAMIS is an EU funded INTERREG IVa project with 19 partners from the South of England and North of France that aims to 

develop an integrated maritime strategy for the Channel (Arc Manche) region. The Transport Strand of the project has 

considered how port generated congestion might be reduced and environmentally sustainable freight carriage might be 

enhanced in the Arc Manche region despite the predicted future growth in all transport modes
1
.  

As the singular most important joint collaboration between France and the UK and an important TENT-T route, the Channel 

Tunnel is the gateway to increased interoperability and international trade by rail. Due to difficulties with access and cost, 

since it opened, the volume of bulk freight and container freight transport (as opposed to lorry freight) through the Tunnel 

has consistently failed to match available capacity.  This issue has been considered by the CAMIS project and an evaluation of 

the economic, political and social impact undertaken. CAMIS is now in a position to promote the economic and 

environmental benefits that the local regions and the EU would incur by taking advantage of the available capacity for freight 

transport. 

Background 
The signing of the Treaty of Canterbury on the 12th February 1986 which led to UK implementation via the Channel Tunnel 

Act 1987 was an historic moment for the future mobility of people and goods. The 38km Tunnel opened on the 6
th

 May 1994 

and began taking both freight and passengers later the same year. Ownership of the Tunnel is a consortium of banks and 

construction companies called Eurotunnel - a single corporate entity owned by the three Government owned companies 

(London & Continental Railways, SNCF, and SNB) as shareholders
2
, who maintain the infrastructure and run a vehicle shuttle 

service through the tunnel. Although there are now two freight operators using the tunnel
3
 there remains only one 

passenger operator – Eurostar.  

Figure 1 Number of passengers and tonnes of freight (in millions) from 1994 to 2010
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Since its opening the Tunnel has struggled to make a profit and has seen a decline in the amount of freight wagons travelling 

through the Tunnel. For the last 6 years the number of freight trains has been consistent at only 10% of available capacity
5
. 

Figure 1 highlights this stability, post reduction, in freight in contrast to the increase in passengers over the same time 

period. In attempting to liberalise the European rail market the European Commission produced three railway packages 

between 2001 and 2007. The first concentrated on liberalising the freight market and aimed to ensure fair access to run 

services throughout the EU whilst the Second Railway Package (2004) made provision for the complete opening of both 

international and domestic freight markets providing increased network interoperability. Due to a lack of both horizontal 
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and vertical separation in the sector, strict health and safety regulations and rising access charges, the governance structures 

for transport through the Tunnel do not comply with either Package.  This has consequently prevented open competition 

and limited the number of trains carrying freight that are permitted to access the route. 

Opportunity 
The EU TEN-T aims to provide intermodality between EU countries and the Channel Tunnel is an important link in this 

interconnectedness. As new markets across Europe open and current markets consolidate, there will be the opportunity to 

bring large freight loads across Europe via rail in minimal time with reduced congestion on current road and shipping 

networks. This has already been seen in limited test runs of mail, fresh fruit and flowers and the opportunity to grow these 

markets has been proven to be worthy of consideration. Although there is a desire to reduce levels of road travel to 

decrease emissions and improve air quality, the main opportunity for the Tunnel is to access new markets, rather than alter 

current ones.  This has the potential to support increasing trade without impacting further on the environment. 

As Countries across Europe improve their rail networks and build High Speed services, the opportunities for trade to travel 

through the Tunnel increases. Airport congestion and higher airfreight environmental charges are bringing the Tunnel into 

cost competitiveness. Focusing on these new markets again has the potential to bring additional income to the Tunnel which 

will support the maintenance and renewal programme and increase profit margins.   

The main benefits of addressing the logistical, regulatory, technical and operational issues to access are: 

 A more transparent transport option for freight agents and a versatile infrastructure for increased locomotive 

access 

o Could be achieved if the network charges were less complicated and the freight loading was rationalised 

 Increased use of the Tunnel taking advantage of available freight capacity without increasing congestion 

o A reduction in charges and opening of the network to other users would increase the amount of users 

 Increased revenue which can be used to offset current maintenance and renewal cost shortfalls 

o Currently paid through subsidies, the top up provided by the Governments could be reduced 

 Increased access to Eastern and Southern European countries opening new markets 

o A gauge change and access to other locomotives would increase the opportunities 

 Shorter time frame for long distance loads opening up new markets e.g. Fresh foods, flowers, mail,  

o Non-stop services uninhibited by weather 

 Intermodality options for access into ports and main warehousing locations 

o Links to ports and transport hubs to be strengthened 

 Increased traffic will allow for additional opportunities for freight load sharing thereby reducing transport costs and 

increasing efficiency 

Recommendations 
CAMIS has not identified any easy solutions to the problems, but, CAMIS is in the position of being a joint French/ British 

collaboration that could present to the EU the results of this significant research into the problem.  If access to the main 

stakeholders on both sides of the Channel could be achieved, through the project, a comprehensive joint agreement could 

be proposed that would support the economic growth of the Tunnel and wider area.  

At this present time CAMIS would like to aim for the relatively minor achievement of presenting the research and suggested 

actions to the UK Transport Select Committee for consideration. If this is achieved and the Committee look favourably on the 

opportunities, they can present the findings to the Government through questions at an Inquiry. It is unlikely that CAMIS can 

take this any further at this point but it would allow the research project to be further developed. Such an initiative has the 

potential to significantly influence economic growth and environmental sustainability, both core issues for the developing 

strategy underpinning structural investment across the EU in the next period. 


