
Business Model Rail Transport 
 
No railroad company in Europe earns enough to cover all costs. They all depend on government 
subsidies. Many companies have also been split up, so no one has a complete insight into and 
responsibility for the total costs and benefits of rail transport in an area. So optimisation is difficult.  A 
single business model is needed to understand coherence and dependencies, and identify what binds 
the various businesses.  
 

 
 
Such a model has been developed my ProRail. It is based on the Dutch conditions but the model is 
applicable for every country / company in Europe. It combines all costs and revenues of rail 
transport with utilisation, based on realisation information. Coherence is therefore transparent. The 
model provides insight for decision-making to all parties in the railway industry and for the politicians 
who decide about the organization, subsidies and management of the railways, both at the national 
and European level. The model is described in detail in the book (chapter 2) that Jan Swier wrote 
about the organic growth of the asset management system at ProRail. 
 
By combining well-substantiated and detailed described relationship graphs, a single relationship 
chart is created that describes all costs/benefits of rail transport in the Netherlands, see the figure 
below. The costs as well as use of passenger and freight transport are plotted for each line. The 
coloured areas represent development of transport and infrastructure costs in relation to utilisation. 
The access charge is a cost item for the carriers and an income for the infrastructure manager 
ProRail. In the model, the total infrastructure costs are, therefore, a sum of the infrastructure costs 
(dark red area) and the access charge (orange area). The little light brown triangles below are the 
freight transport costs per line and form the basis. The blue balls are the added passenger transport 
costs and the yellow squares the added infrastructure costs. The white line illustrates revenue from 
passenger and freight transport. The dashed white line in the bottom left corner delineates passenger 
transport revenue from PSO subsidy (good to see on specific detail graph).  
 
The model provides a number of interesting insights: 
• The model describes the average situation but costs per line may differ substantial because of 

differences in line complexity.  
• Rail infrastructure has higher fixed costs than transport. 
• For passenger transport lines, average costs of non-intensively used lines are higher than average 

revenues and, therefore, a PSO subsidy is needed. 



• If transport use increases, transport revenues grow faster than the costs. 
• At current kilometre rates (= ticket prices), transport is cost-effective but not enough to cover rail 

infrastructure costs. 
• The access charge increases costs of the train operators and reduces their cost coverage.  
• Transport volume growth is needed to make transport and infrastructure cost-effective. Profitable 

secondary businesses, such as station operation and real estate development, have positive 
influence on the business model but are not included. 

 
The Netherlands has large-scale public rail transport because social benefits for ‘Ltd Netherlands’ are 
higher than costs of rail infrastructure construction and maintenance. When social benefits are added 
to the model then a complete business-economic picture is given of an industry that serves both 
private and public interest. 
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