Growth of the cross-border area
North Sea Port district requires
investments in railway network
Urgent task for sustainability, economic
growth and safety

www.railghentterneuzen.eu
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North Sea Port as a flywheel for spatial and
economic development
New Terneuzen Lock
granted CEF project

In 2018, Ghent Port Company and Zeeland Seaports merged into North
Sea Port. This resulted in a single, cross-border port—the number 3 port
in Europe in terms of added value—representing almost 100,000 jobs in
about 525 companies that collectively add a value of over €14.5 billion.
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The port merger offered economies of scale with regard to positioning,
mass and efficiency. As a result, activities and goods traffic in the port
are increasing due to, among other things, the granting of new business
locations. In late 2022, the first ships will pass through the new lock at
Terneuzen. Combined with the realisation of the Seine-Scheldt connection,
the upgrade of the R4 and the widening of the Tractaatweg, the merger of
the port authorities results in new dynamics in the cross-border area of the
North Sea Port district.
There is a lot of potential to develop the area around Ghent and Terneuzen
into a single cross-border economic area. There are ambitions for a single,
cross-border job market and a single residential market. In addition, the
role of the border is decreasing in the field of culture and healthcare.
This generates many opportunities and synergies, as well as the potential
for the further development of the economy and the port. The railway
network in the port area, however, is lagging behind. It is not equipped for
increasing traffic and suffers from various bottlenecks. A large number of
stakeholders in the port area, as well as provincial, national and European
partners, recognise the urgent need
to remove these bottlenecks. In
the ‘Rail Ghent Terneuzen’ project,
‘What do we still need in this
the bottlenecks, possible solutions
area? Improved railways! And we
and investments in the rail network
in the port area of North Sea Port
will keep pleading for that.’
between Ghent and Terneuzen are
Dutch Members of Parliament
being investigated with European coJoba van den Berg, Rutger Schonis and
funding. This phase of the research is
André Bosman
currently being completed.

Accessibility and modal shift crucial for
sustainable growth of port and companies
For growth, continuity and competitive strength of the port and the
companies situated in the port area, accessibility and sustainable
development of the infrastructure are of the utmost importance.
Multimodality is the key term: accessibility by road, water, railway and
pipelines. This is not just of economic importance for the port, but also
for the sustainability ambitions of the port authority, companies and the
regional and national governments. North Sea Port aims for a modal shift,
a decrease in road transport facilitated by an increase in sustainable
alternatives such as railway transport and inland navigation. In the GhentTerneuzen Canal Zone, accessibility by railway is currently not what it
should be, which means this opportunity cannot be exploited optimally.

‘A large number of partners, such as the stakeholders in the
port areas, the provincial, national and European partners,
have been demanding a cross-border railway connection
between Ghent and Terneuzen for a long while. As you
indicated, the Dutch House of Representatives submitted a
more thorough study on this topic, covering both freight and
passenger transport. We can only applaud that initiative by
the Dutch House of Representatives.’1
Flemish Minister of Mobility and Public Works, Lydia Peeters

1 Source: https://www.vlaamsparlement.be/commissies/commissievergaderingen/1355221/verslag/1362087

Growth approaches maximum railway capacity
The technical studies show various bottlenecks in capacity, reliability,
operational safety and efficiency for rail freight transport to and from the
port.
The railway network does not have
‘By 2030, Voka wants 34% of all
direct accessibility via both sides of the
Canal, which means the accessibility of
freight transport to happen via
companies on the east side of the Canal
inland navigation and by railway.’2
suffers the most. The Sluiskil Bridge is
Voka VeGHO
a crucial bottleneck. Trains to and from
(Flemish entrepreneurial network)
the east bank in the Netherlands need
to be processed unilaterally via this
bridge and transported via the west
bank. This route is highly vulnerable, as it is regularly unavailable as a
result of calamities or bridge maintenance. Due to the expected growth
of inland navigation traffic as a consequence of the realisation of the
Nieuwe Sluis (New Lock) and the Seine-Scheldt project, the bridge will be
open an average of 14 hours per day. With the current rate of growth, the
Sluiskilbrug will reach its maximum railway capacity in 2028. In addition,
the Axelse Vlakte industrial park is poorly accessible. Trains from the Axelse
Vlakte cannot directly enter the European railway network but have to be
turned around in Terneuzen. This situation means the rail freight transport
to and from the Dutch east bank is vulnerable, suffers from relatively long
trips and high costs and is non-redundant, which means the rail freight
transport is less competitive compared to road transport.
Companies on the west side of the Ghent-Terneuzen Canal do have a
direct railway connection to the European network. Still, due to a lack of
a redundant railway system, they—and the companies situated on the
east side of the canal—fully depend on the Wiedauwkaai Bridge, which
is used for all their railway traffic. This makes the Wiedauwkaai Bridge a
very vulnerable point in the railway network. If this bridge is out of order
for maintenance or renovation, the companies mentioned above will be
isolated from the European railway network.

2 Source: https://www.voka.be/nieuws/voka-wil-tegen-2030-34-van-het-goederenvervoer-de-binnenvaart-en-het-spoor?tab-listvoka_related_items_tabs_block-active-id=nieuws

The sections on the west side also suffer from various other bottlenecks.
There is only a single-rail connection on the west bank between
Wondelgem station and the branch of the L58 passenger line, which is
used by both traveller and freight trains. This profoundly limits its capacity.
The existing railway in Zeeland Flanders is unsecured and passes no less
than sixteen unprotected level crossings. As a result, freight trains move
very slowly and have to stop regularly.
According to the operator, the Zandeken railway is already operating over
its capacity in the current situation, and is not directly accessible to trains to
and from Zeeland Flanders. Finally, high-risk transports from Dow, among
other companies, pass through the centres of Sas van Gent, Zelzate and
Rieme.

Possible solution
To remove bottlenecks in capacity, reliability and efficiency from the
railway network in the port area, investments into a redundant system—a
ring structure that makes the port area of Ghent and Terneuzen accessible
in two directions—are necessary. This requires efforts on three inextricably
linked infrastructure works.
1.	A new connection on the east bank between Axel (NL) and Zelzate
(BE) will ensure a future-proof solution for the bottlenecks at the
Sluiskil Bridge, Terneuzen and Wondelgem. This will result in a robust
network with sufficient capacity for the longer term.
2.	A northern access and expansion of the Zandeken railway bundle
will increase the capacity on the west bank of the Canal and optimise
the logistics in the port complex.
3.	A southeast bend in the railway east of the Sluiskil Bridge will
ensure trains to and from the Axelse Vlakte (NL) can directly enter the
European railway network and no longer need to be turned around in
Terneuzen.

Social costs and benefits
The degree to which the various combinations of measures can
accommodate the expected growth of the rail freight transport, as well as
the costs and benefits of a number of promising solutions, were outlined
in a cost-benefit analysis. The social cost-benefit analysis by the Rail Ghent
Terneuzen project yields remarkably high scores compared to other costbenefit analyses for railway projects in Belgium and the Netherlands.
The range of scores for the crossborder combination of Axel-Zelzate,
the southeast bend and the northern
connection of Zandeken is 0.84 (low
‘Requests the government
scenario), 0.94 (mid scenario) and 1.47
to (...) further investigate the
(high scenario).

Passenger transport
opportunities

Terneuzen-Ghent railway project
based on the social cost-benefit
analysis that was performed,
including the opportunities for
joint financing and the alignment
of the procedures in Belgium
and the Netherlands to include
this project in the MIRT 2020.’

The construction of a railway connection
between Axel and Zelzate means an
extension of railway 204 between Ghent
and Zelzate. This offers opportunities
Dutch Members of Parliament Rutger
for cross-border passenger transport
Schonis, Mustafa Amhaouch, Stieneke
between Ghent and Terneuzen, which
van der Graaf and Erik Ziengs in the
may contribute to the connection
unanimously-approved motion
they drew up
of two currently independent job
markets and the accessibility of
companies and residential centres in
the port area. Research shows that the
passenger potential between Ghent
and Terneuzen coincides with that of similar cross-border regional railways.
The railway could form an important part of the suburban network of Ghent
and the transport region, with relevance for Oostakker, the canal towns and
Zelzate for commuter traffic and access to the port.

Flanders, Belgium and the Netherlands are all in

Social and economic need

In the Netherlands, a motion initiated by Member of Parliament Schonis
and adopted unanimously by the House of Representatives stipulates
that a decision will be taken regarding the financing of the Rail Ghent
Terneuzen project in the Dutch infrastructure investment programme MIRT
in 2020. In the Belgian Parliament, a similar resolution is being prepared to
offer support to the cross-border railway ambitions between Ghent and
Terneuzen in the North Sea Port area.

In the “Ambitie 2030: Duurzaamheid Werkt” (Ambition 2030: Sustainability
Works), the regional business community and the Zeeuwse Milieufederatie
(Zeeland Environmental Federation) agreed on the KPI to reduce road
transport to a maximum of 20% in 2025. To make this happen, the railway
infra-logistic bottlenecks in the port area need to be resolved. In consultation
with the business community and environmental organisations such as the
Zeeuwse Milieufederatie, the realisation of Rail Ghent Terneuzen was added
as a KPI in order to realise the sustainability ambitions. The realisation of the
railways is of the utmost importance for a sustainable port. CO2 emissions
per tonne-kilometre of a train are on average six times lower than those of a
freight truck. Rail freight traffic in the port area is expected to increase to 728
trains per week in 2030. With a new railway connection for freight transport
like this, the number of trucks will be reduced to 8,500. This modal shift, in
which twenty trucks will be taken off the road per train, could potentially result
in an 80% decrease in emissions
per tonne-kilometre. This way,
sustainability goes hand in hand
with economic development.
‘The extension of railway L204,
The business community, united
the realisation of the missing
in the Zeeland area under Portiz
railway link between Zelzate
and VNO/NCW, as well as the
and Axelse Vlakte, is part of the
port sector in the Flemish region
European
Rail Ghent Terneuzen
united under Voka VeGHO, has
project and provides the required
been strongly pleading for railway
investments for years. Finally,
improvement of the freight railway.’
the realisation of the project is
Belgian Members of Parliament Jan Briers,
of significance for better railway
Egbert Lachaert, Anneleen Van Bossuyt, Joris
security.
Vandenbroucke and Evita Willaert

The Flemish and Belgian governments are already investing in Rail
Ghent Terneuzen. Infrabel predicts a four-track expansion of the railway
bundle at Zandeken. The materials have already been ordered, and the
implementation is planned between late 2020 and mid 2021. In addition,
the planned reconstruction of the R4-East near Zelzate will include the
construction of three railway tunnels. These tunnels are required to realise
the missing railway link between
Zelzate and Axelse Vlakte.

‘Improvement of the railway
connection is required to realise
the objectives in the area of
modal shift.’

European support

Europe recognises the railway
challenge in the Ghent-Terneuzen
port area. North Sea Port is a crucial
link in the North Sea Mediterranean
Corridor, Rhine Alpine Corridor and
the three corresponding Rail Freight
Corridors (Including North Sea Baltic). The cross-border character of the
challenge moreover fits the deployment of both DG MOVE (Transport) and
DG REGIO (Regions) EU in cross-border regions. The result of this was an
EU subsidy for research into the possibilities for improvement of the railway
network in the ‘Connecting Europe Facility’ (CEF) subsidy programme.
During a working visit, EU commissioner Bulç indicated that the EU
could also contribute financially to the implementation of infrastructural
measures if the study results show reasonable cause for this.

Portiz (umbrella port companies) and
the Zeeuwse Milieufederatie (Zeeland
Environmental Federation) in their
‘Ambitie2030’

The project is nearing the end of the
research phase
The realisation of (measures in) the railway network requires significant
investments; based on current data, an investment sum of 192 million euros
is required. Keeping in mind the considerable economic importance of the
cross-border port area and the European attention this enjoys, it is of the
utmost importance that regional, Flemish, Belgian and Dutch partners and
Europe set mutual agreements regarding their contribution to a solution.
A bi-national project group will prepare funding decisions and an adaptive
system for the realisation of the project. Regional, Flemish, Belgian and
Dutch governments, with European support, are working towards making
a joint decision regarding the financing of the rail infrastructure and the
adaptive system during the bi-national round table in 2020.

In short, there is an urgent railway task in
North Sea Port district:

•

•

•

•

‘The EU concurs with the fact that there are many
improvements to be made when it comes to efficiency,
especially in cross-border areas. This does not only create
added value but also contributes to the modal shift.’
Mark Demesmaeker, Flemish Former Member of the European Parliament

•

•

 he potential for the development of a single, cross-border,
T
dynamic and economically flourishing area, the North Sea Port
district, and the ambitions with regard to the climate, require an
optimal cross-border railway network.
While the activity is growing, the railway infrastructure in the port
area of North Sea Port, the 3rd port in Europe in terms of added
value, is simply not equipped for this growing economic activity.
There are various bottlenecks in the area of capacity, reliability,
operational safety and efficiency.
With the realisation of the Nieuwe Sluis in Terneuzen, the bridge at
Sluiskil, as a result of the increase in inland navigation, will be open
for an average of 14 hours per day, which will seriously obstruct
railway traffic.
Optimal railway infrastructure is required for a sustainable modal
shift and to achieve national and European climate targets to
process 30% of all European freight transport via railways by 2030.
To ensure the growth, continuity and competitive power of
companies in the port area, sustainable infrastructure development
is of crucial importance.
The expected growth in added value as a result of the port merger
is 15% (Source: McKinsey, 2017). The intended cross-border railway
modality is an essential final element in the realisation of optimal
accessibility and spatial and economic development.

‘During my visit to Zeeland, I was very impressed by the size and
the significant potential of North Sea Port. Barriers that obstruct this
potential should be removed as much as possible. Adjustment and
expansion of the railway infrastructure are essential for this.’
Malik Azmani, Dutch Member of the European Parliament

More information on the Rail Ghent Terneuzen project, research results
and the social cost-benefit analysis is available on  
www.railghentterneuzen.eu

