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Motorways of the Sea 
 
1. Introduction  
This document is part of a series of technical support documents to the green paper 
"TEN-T : A policy review – Towards a better integrated trans -European transport 
network at the service of the common transport policy" . The purpose of this document is 
to provide additional background information to the stakeholders, elaborating on a 
number of sector speci fic issues in relation to the TEN -T. This background information 
should help the stakeholders with formulating their responses  to the consultation 
launched in the framework of the green paper . This document concerns specifically the 
Motorways of the Sea, which is one of the 30 priority projects  defined in the TEN-T 
guidelines.  
 
2. Assessment of TEN -T Development to date (Q1)  
Q1 Is the Commission's assessment of the TEN -T development to date 

appropriate? What further successes and weaknesses should be cons idered?  
 
Motorways of the Sea are part of the necessary change towards a sustainable organisation of 
transport. They are based upon short sea shipping which in terms of energy consumption and 
CO2 emissions per tonne/km is the most efficient of all transpo rt modes. They do not require 
major new investments in costly land infrastructure. However, as goods transported over sea 
need to be transported inland to their final destination, investments in hinterland transport are 
necessary to improve organisation of  the logistics chain from ports to final customers. 
Furthermore the inland transport sectors need to be better organised and integrated with maritime 
transport to match the flexibility and simplicity of unimodal transport . Motorways of the Sea shall 
thus relieve congestion on Europe's main road axes and significantly reduce environmental 
damage. Motorways of the Sea equally improve access to peripheral regions and islands.  

Seamless flow of traffic and freight concentration on Motorways of the Sea links req uires 
adaptation of services, equipment and infrastructures in ports, lifting bottlenecks in hinterland 
connections and dry ports and streamlining operations and information flows across the whole 
logistics chain.  

Support to the Motorways of the Sea has b een integrated into the EU's Community financing 
programmes TEN -T and Marco Polo  and benefits from support from the Regional funds  and the 
EIB. Despite strong political support from both the European Commission and from the Member 
States, Motorways of the Sea projects have been slow to take off. Indeed, the TEN -T guidelines 
set the target of 2010 to achieve the implementation of the Motorways of the Sea network but to 
date, only few Motorways of the Sea projects are successfully implemented. In particular, one 
Motorways of the Sea project linking the ports of Bilbao and Zeebrugge receives funding from the 
Marco Polo programme and three Motorways of the Sea projects have been selected for funding 
under the TEN -T programme. Implementation of Motorways of the S ea projects faces  the 
following challenges  on top of the difficult economic conditions that now strike the whole world 
economy: 

• Firstly, Motorways of the Sea as door -to-door transport chains are inherently more 
complex than door -to-door road transport solu tions, implying the co -operation from 



various actors in the transport chain , organisational and administrative complexity  and 
raising challenges for smooth operations and for the financial engineering of the venture  

• Secondly, the short sea shipping sector is still not sufficiently integrated into the door -to-
door transport chain. Users have to deal with various operators to bring goods to their 
destination have a tendency to opt for road transport as "easy" solutions instead  

• Thirdly, operations and infrastr uctures in ports are not sufficiently adapted to the 
Motorways of the Sea, who need highly available, reliable and efficient services, 
adequate infrastructure in ports for transferring goods to road, rail and inland waterway 
modes, less bureaucracy and att ractive pricing conditions  

• Fourthly, bottlenecks in the hinterland connections to the ports, lack of dry ports in the 
hinterland with good connections to the sea ports that allow concentrating goods  

• Fifthly, a stable social climate is crucial for a Motorwa ys of the Sea service which 
depends above all on its reliability and reputation  

• Sixthly, Motorways of the Sea need time to build up a reputation in the market and to 
reach the point of economic viability. Public support can therefore be vital to trigger t heir 
deployment  

• Finally, the concept is implemented in a bottom up approach, making its advancement 
dependent upon propositions from the market, necessary to ensure that Motorways of the 
Sea are close to the needs of the transport users  

A final complicatin g factor in the deployment of the Motorways of the Sea is fragmentation and 
complexity of public support instruments that can help their financing. TEN -T, Marco Polo, State 
aid guidelines and cohesion and structural funds have differing funding scope and f unding 
conditions and use different criteria to qualify projects as Motorways of the Sea.  

The TEN-T guidelines have been the first EU legal instrument that define Motorways of the Sea 
and provide support for it. The revision of the TEN-T guidelines presen ts a major opportunity to 
assess progress with the implementation of the Motorways of the Sea and to tailor the TEN -T 
support for the Motorways of the Sea in such a way to provide new impetus to its deployment.  

The Commission services issued on 18 October  2007 a Status report on Motorways of the sea 
and launched an open consultation to appraise the opinion of the stakeholders involved in 
Motorways of the sea on possible approac hes to broadening this concept.  The Commission 
received 62 replies from public a dministrations, ports and port service providers, ship owners, 
intermediate organisations, shippers, Shortsea promotion centres ("SPC's"), civil society 
organisations and citizens.   

The respondents did not in general support the suggested approaches for ha rmonised key 
performance indicators, benchmarking of alternative intermodal services and the recognition of 
Motorways of the sea through a labelling scheme.  They were instead generally in favour of 
assessment  tools which are often already used at companies ' level but had doubts about the 
added value and feasibility of harmonised tools that would supplement existing ones oriented to 
customers/suppliers needs. They considered that additional bureaucracy induced by the creation 
of harmonised indicators would u ndermine the benefits of such instruments for the promotion of 
Motorways of the sea. A summary of the answers can be consulted on site 
http://ec.europa.eu/dgs/energy_transport/index_en.html  

Some respondents pointed to the confusion that continues to exist  about the difference between 
Motorways of the sea and Short sea shipping links and to certain inconsistencies with respect to 
funding conditions among various support instruments at Community level for the Motorways of 



the sea. They asserted that this may  stand in the way of the wider uptake of the Motorways of the 
sea by the transport sector.  

 
3. Various approaches to TEN -T development (Q2, Q3, Q4, Q8)  
Q2 What further arguments stand for or against retaining the comprehensive 

network, and how could the r espective disadvantages of each approach be 
overcome?  

Q3 Could such a priority network approach be more advantageous than the 
current priority projects approach? If not, why not and what are the 
particular strengths of the latter? If so, what (further) be nefits could it bring, 
and how should it be developed?  

Q4 Would such a flexible approach towards the identification of projects of 
common interest be appropriate for a policy that, traditionally, largely rests 
on Member States' individual infrastructure i nvestment decisions? What 
further advantages and disadvantages could it have, and how could it be best 
reflected in the planning at Community level?  

Q8 Would such a core network be "feasible" at Community level, and what 
would be its advantages and disadv antages? What methods should be 
applied for its conception?  

 
The Motorways of the Sea priority project defined in the TEN-T guidelines refer to the 
establishment of the "network" of Motorways of the Sea, but its approach is conceptual: a number 
of criteria are defined as well as the procedure for identifying the constituent parts of the network. 
This bottom-up procedure is crucial for ensuring that the Motorways of the Sea match  the market 
needs, but renders unlikely that the individual Motorways of the Se a projects defined in a bottom -
up way will eventually add up to a coherent, interconnected network.  

The latter could however be accomplished by combining the bottom -up approach with a top -down 
approach, targeted at closing the gaps left by the bottom -up approach and implemented for 
instance through targeted calls for proposals, the scope of which being defined in close co -
operation with the Member States concerned. This way of proceeding could be an example of 
how the "conceptual" approach can co -exist with the "network" approach.  

The conceptual approach to the implementation of the Motorways of the Sea has also suffered 
from criteria that are too general which has led to confusion about the concept of the Motorways 
of the Sea  itself. This could be addresse d by making the criteria more precise as suggested in the 
section corresponding to Q5/Q6 below.  

 
4. Sector specific issues for TEN -T Development (Q5, Q6)  
 
Q5 How could the different aspects outlined above be best taken account of 

within the overall conce pt of the future TEN-T development? Which further 
aspects should be taken into consideration?  

Q6 How can ITS enhance the functioning of the transport system? How can the 
translation of investments in Galileo and EGNOS into efficiency gains and an 
optimal balancing of transport demand be ensured? How can ITS be 
embedded into a multi -modal TEN-T that lowers energy dependency and  
impact on climate change?  

 



Clarifying the Motorways of the Sea concept and streamlining criteria  

The Commission services Status Rep ort on the Motorways of the Sea of 18 October 2007 refined 
the definition of the Motorways of the Sea as set out in article 12bis of the guidelines for the Trans 
European Transport Network as interpreted by the Vademecum 1 on Motorways of the sea:  

Motorways of the sea are existing or new sea -based transport services that are integrated in 
door-to-door logistic chains and concentrate flows of freight on viable, regular, frequent, high -
quality and reliable short sea shipping links.  

The deployment of the Moto rways of the sea network absorb a significant part of the expected 
increase in road freight traffic, i mprove the accessibility of peripheral and island regions and 
states and reduce road congestion.  

Motorways of the sea can be based on existing or upgraded  quality short sea shipping links that 
fulfil the above criteria or new links, with or without the involvement of Community funding.  

The revision of the TEN -T guidelines presents an opportunity to answer the call  for a further 
clarification of  the concept of Motorways of the sea, by introducing further criteria to which 
Motorways of the Sea should correspond or at least strive at. Such criteria could become 
common criteria for public funding of Motorways of the Sea projects. Motorways of the Sea in 
Marco Polo and TEN -T are defined slightly differently, which could lead to acceptance of the 
same project under one instrument and rejection under another one.  The criteria would be 
common to existing or new, private, public or mixed Motorways of the Sea, plying within the 
Internal Market or to and from neighbouring countries and could be used in all the relevant 
Community support programmes  and become a reference for national support programmes . A 
possible set of criteria is set out below which could be useful for the following purposes:  

• They could be used by the public or private sector (or both jointly) to determine to 
which extent their existing or planned services match the EU's objectives for the 
Motorways of the Sea.  

• They could be used for the development o n a voluntary basis of benchmarking and 
key performance indicators.  

• They could provide guidance to applicants for EU or Member States public support 
for Motorways of the Sea projects.  

• They could provide guidance for examining requests for public support f or 
Motorways of the Sea projects.  

These criteria may be complemented with more quantified targets which take into account the 
specific regional context.  

                                                   
1 Vademecum on Motorways of the sea – Article 12bis of the guidelines for the Trans European Transport Network 



Possible key characteristics of Motorways of the Sea  

Integrated transport chain with a European added  value 

• An intermodal chain of door to door transport organised by a single 
vertically integrated intermodal operator or by a consortium of operators 
involving all actors in the chain with the following features :  

–  customer friendly services (easy to book with transparent 
tariffs, easy to pay for, monitoring freight whereabouts in real 
time, with a clear liability regime,...)  

– travel schedules are regular, widely publicised and 
coordinated across the door-to-door intermodal chain in order 
to ensure a smooth flow of goods.  

• A single window allows seamless, real time communication with clients. 
Operators in the transport chain exchange the relevant information similarly 
in a format common to all.  

• A transport chain on vital links between at least two Member Sta tes or 
linking a Member State to a country not a member of the European Union 
with a common border with the European  Union or with a coastline on a 
closed or semi-closed sea neighbouring the European Union.   

Quality and viable transport chain with signific ant capacity and growth 
potential  

• links in the chain are reliable, frequent and have regular, published arrival 
and departure schedules.  

• The cumulative waiting time at ports (sea, river or dry) for completion of 
administrative procedures, access to quays  or ramps, or start of provision of 
services is as short as pos sible (one hour is a good bench mark and 
objective).  

• The modal transfer of cargo is in all occasions efficiently organised, as short 
as possible and duly monitored, timed and recorded. Delays t hat threaten the 
published schedule remain a very rare exception.  

• The frequency is comprised between, at least, one departure per day for the 
regions with intensive trade exchange and road traffic to a few departures 
per week for remote regions with less trade exchange or non congested 
inland routes. The traffic shifted on the proposed  Motorways of the sea 
amounts to at least several percentage points of the traffic on the 
corresponding road leg.  



• The service has a potential of unconstrained further growth  for at least five 
years.  

Efficient, quality sea ports  

• The ports ensure high standard efficient and competitive port services, 
including storage, pre and post delivery services, parking place and 
accommodations for accompanying personnel.  Unnecessary requirements 
and procedures are avoided; the various administrations, in case they need to 
be involved, are coordinated in the framework of a (physical) single window 
and guarantee swift and efficient interventions.  Ports accept English as a 
second language fo r all communications between shore and ship.  

• The ports have a dedicated policy giving priority to short sea shipping in 
terms of procedures, charging and availability of infrastructure and services. 
Distinction is made between intra and extra community tr affic.  

• The concerned ports are connected to their hinterland by sufficient and non 
congested links, including through dry port terminals. Open and free 
competition for all services and transport is mandatory and implemented at 
ports to guarantee swift, co mpetent and economical transfers. Road, rail, or 
inland waterways operators offer high quality pre - or onward connections at 
prevailing market prices. Whenever possible, priority is given to rail an d 
inland waterways connections, in particular where the in clusion of the 
maritime link leads to little modal shift from less sustainable transport 
modes.  

Green, safe and secure transport corridors  

• The external costs (emission of noise, congestion, greenhouse gases and air 
pollutants, accidents…) of a Motorway of the Sea transport chain are  
verified, and monitored as significantly lower than the link they replace. 

• The transport equipment and associated qualified staff of operators offers 
security guarantees commensurate with EU rules for safety and security  

• The transport on the inland part of the journey should avoid areas or 
transport solutions with structural problems of congestion.  

 
 



5. Innovation pushing the border of infrastructure (Q7)  
Q7 Do shifting borderlines between infrastructure and vehicles or betw een 

infrastructure provision and its use call for a widening of the notion of an 
(infrastructural) project of common interest? If so, how should it be defined?  

 
The TEN-T guidelines for the Motorways of the Sea also include support start up aid, 
albeit limited in time. This allows supporting within the TEN -T programme for instance 
investments in vessels and onboard equipment or in onshore equipment, against 
conditions however that are far more restrictive than the funding conditions of the Marco 
Polo programme. There is an old discussion about whether ships for instance should be 
treated as floating infrastructure and hence be financed accordingly.  
 
6. Financial instruments (Q9, Q10, Q11)  
Q9 How can the financial needs of the TEN -T as a whole, in the shor t, medium 

and long term, be established? Which form of financing – public or private, 
Community or national - best suits which aspects of the TEN -T 
development?  

Q10 How can Member States be assisted in ensuring funding and delivering 
projects under their responsibility? If and how should the private sector 
involvement in infrastructure delivery be further stimulated?  

Q11 What are the strengths and weaknesses of the existing financial instruments 
at Community level, and are further ones needed (including "i nnovative" 
instruments)? How could the combined use of funds from various 
Community resources be streamlined to support TEN -T implementation?  

 
Simplifying and s treamlining support instruments for the Motorways of the Sea  

The green paper under question Q5 raises the issue of streamlining of interventions of various 
instruments (a t national and Community level). TEN-T funding now requires participating in two 
separate calls for tender, one at Member State level and one at the EU level . This helps to obtain 
ownership from the Member states and to increase the maturity of the proposals submitted but it 
also increases  bureaucracy and delays. The question arises if the inconveniences of the double 
call do not offset its benefits and if this system should not be s implified to one call for proposals 
organized at the Community level.  

Another issue concerns the use of various Community instruments to support the Motorways of 
the Sea. Motorways of the Sea receive support from the TEN -T programme, the Marco Polo 
programme, regional funds and the EIB. If for instance a Motorways of the Sea project that needs 
investment in new infrastructure and support for the start up or upgrade of the maritime service, 
separate funding requests  have to be submitted under different prog rammes with different 
management schemes and evaluation procedures and criteria. Would it be helpful if various 
support programmes for Motorways of the Sea are brought under a single umbrella?  

 
Finally, Motorways of the Sea projects may also benefit from national support programmes. The 
Communication from the Commission providing guidance on State aid complementary to  
Community funding for the launching of the motorways of the sea  adopted on 12 December 2008 
already streamlines conditions for state aid to Motorways of the Sea with those of the Marco Polo 
and TEN-T programmes, allowing Member States to top up Community aid with national funds 
until the maximum funding ceilings under the various programmes. The question arises if the 
aforementioned Commission  communication is sufficient to address the interlinkage between 



Community and national support for the Motorways of the Sea or if further support is required to 
national programmes ( for instance "ecobonus" type of schemes), for example through the 
Regional funds.  
 


