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Chapter 1

Introduction

Transport policies have to respond to many powerful and conflicting
pressures, arising from the demands of safe operation, the efficient
functioning of the economy, respect for the environment, the
public interest, private profit, convenience and price. This book
sets out to explore and explain the growing role and influence of
the European Union in the articulation and reconciliation of these
pressures.

‘An effective transport system is vital for economic well-being
and the quality of life.” It might be supposed that this statement,
with which Sir John Houghton began his weighty report on trans-
port and the environment (Royal Commission on Environmental
Pollution, 1994, p. xiii), was so obvious that it hardly needed to
be stated then or repeated now. But it does, because transport
policy has rarely engaged the attention of governments for very
long. Yet it touches a sensitive nerve; the demand for personal
mobility is acknowledged by politicians of every persuasion. For
example, Jean-Claude Gayssot, French Minister of Transport and
a Communist, declared in 1998:

The increase in the number of journeys made is unavoidable.
It is closely linked to economic growth, and I am convinced that
personal mobility is an integral part of liberty. (Gayssot, 1998,
p. 4; author’s translation)

This popular attachment to affordable mobility was sharply under-
lined in September 2000 when protests against rising fuel prices,
begun by truckers but widely supported by the general public, gave
rise to the first more or less spontaneous pan-European strike
action, compelling one government after another to respond with
tax cuts or other concessions (Chapter 5). Time was when gov-
ernments could win votes by promising to build new roads and
railways, or a new airport to speed people on their way to their
business engagements or holiday destinations; but today such
announcements are just as likely to be greeted with howls of
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2 Transport Policy in the European Union

protest. Meanwhile, taking steps to discourage travel whether by
price or regulation, or alternatively doing nothing while congestion
deteriorates into persistent gridlock, are almost equally unpopular.

During the nineteenth century, when transport systems needed
only an occasional helping or restraining hand from government,
a policy of benign neglect and intermittent attention to transport
policy worked well enough. In the course of the twentieth century,
the need for closer and more persistent attention became increasingly
apparent, and it is not difficult to foresee that governments in the
twenty-first century will store up very serious problems indeed for
the economy, for the environment and for the quality of life if they
fail to give transport policy the attention it requires. One day there
will have to be a serious debate about the premises underlying
European transport policies and their proper scope. The European
Commission has repeatedly attempted to launch such a debate, but
the difficulty which governments face in engaging with transport
policy should not be underestimated. It takes time and courage
to win consent for policies which would probably require people
to change their behaviour, and governments with an eye to the
next election are rarely willing to face the public with unpalatable
truths if they can be pushed to one side for a little longer.

One of the challenges will be to bridge the policy gulf which
divides those who favour what Kenneth Button has termed the
Anglo-Saxon philosophy of transport policy, from those who
favour the alternative or Continental philosophy. The Anglo-Saxon
approach emphasizes the use of market mechanisms to maximize
efficiency, backed up by regulatory action to correct market distor-
tions. The Continental approach, by contrast, sees transport as
an instrument of public policy to be used alongside other inter-
ventionist policies to secure a wide range of economic and social
welfare goals (Button, 1984, p. 11). The dividing line between these
two distinct approaches to transport policy is neither tidy nor
immutable (Chapter 2), but we shall see how the broad lines of the
debate have influenced the development of a common policy for
Europe, and what this experience may imply for transport policies
in the future.

As regards the proper scope of a European policy, transport
is local, regional, national, European and global. The majority of
journeys are in fact very local, and only a few cross national
boundaries. Yet policy at the European level is critically important.
It is needed in order to secure the efficient operation of an economy
which now operates on a European scale. If goods and people are
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to flow freely across frontiers, the transport industries by which
they are moved need to operate in fair competition with one another
under conditions which do not impose unnecessary barriers.
Transport policies are needed at every level, but they also need to
find their place within an overall framework at the European level.
For example, while I was writing this introduction, my local
Council was preparing to discuss proposals for dealing with the
congestion caused by the daily school run, the British Secretary of
State for Transport was making a statement to Parliament about
the financial reconstruction of the UK railway network, and Heads
of State were discussing arrangements to enhance the security of
air and sea transport in the wake of the September 2001 terrorist
attacks on the World Trade Centre in New York. None of these
events was taking place within a European Union (EU) policy envi-
ronment, yet EU policies on fair pricing for the use of transport
infrastructure, on the structures of railway management, and on
transport security would all affect the outcomes or be affected by
them. The making of transport policies at the European level has
become important not just for the direct consequences it has on the
transport of people and freight across European frontiers, but also
for the policy framework it establishes for national, regional and
local transport policies.

When Jurgen Erdmenger and Carlo degli Abbati were writing
about the development of a common transport policy 20 years
ago, the situation was very different. There was at that time almost
no substance to the common transport policy, and consequently
no serious impact on policies within the member states. One of the
challenges they had to face was the need to explain why European
transport policies had failed to make the expected progress
towards an integrated policy (Erdmenger, 1983; Abbati, 1987).
In the event, as we shall see, substantial progress was made during
the 1980s and 1990s towards the development of EU transport
policies, so that what is needed now is a new framework which
is capable of explaining both why policy stagnated for so long
and why it has begun to take shape over the past 20 years. The
uneven pace of policy development is one of the factors which
makes transport policy interesting as a case study in European
integration.

Having now introduced the European Union, it should be noted
that there is a distinction between the European Union and the
European Community. Strictly speaking, the European Union is
the overarching organization which embraces the common foreign



4 Transport Policy in the European Union

and security policy and justice and home affairs as well as the
European Community (Chapter 4). Transport policy is conducted
under powers set out in the Treaty establishing the European
Community (Chapter 3), which is itself the unified successor of
the European Coal and Steel Community, the European Economic
Community and the European Atomic Energy Community. How-
ever, people commonly refer loosely to the European Union, or
simply the EU, and that is the practice generally followed in this book,
except where the context requires a more precise nomenclature.
It should also be noted that all European currency figures are
shown as € (euro), although earlier papers to which reference is
made use units of account (u.a) or more recently the European
currency unit (ecu).

Transport and the theories of European
integration

The influences which compete with one another in seeking to shape
European transport policies come from a bewildering variety of
sources representing transport operators, customers and employees,
and every conceivable level of government, as well as a whole host
of organizations which have been set up over the years, by transport
companies and by governments, to carry out a variety of represen-
tative and executive functions on their behalf. This kaleidoscope of
competing influences, which is not unique to transport, has been
reflected in the differing emphases accorded to these disparate
sources of pressure and influence by the three major schools of
theory which seek to explain the process by which European inte-
gration has taken place.

Neofunctionalism and liberal intergovernmentalism

Neofunctionalism has its roots in the thinking of the founding
fathers of European integration, such as Jean Monnet and Robert
Schuman, who created the European Coal and Steel Community.
They acted in the expectation, or at least the hope, that the
integration of the coal and steel industries under a strong supra-
national authority, a significant step in itself, would generate a
demand for wider measures of economic integration, each step
creating the need for further supranational institutions in an
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ongoing process which would ultimately lay the foundations of
the political integration which would guarantee peace in Europe.
For those who had experienced the destruction and misery of two
great European wars in the space of 30 years, peace was the chief
motivation, and they were clear that something different from
the old alliances of nation states was needed to secure it. The
mechanism by which economic integration would spread from one
sector to another was called spillover, and it was assumed that
transport would be an obvious candidate, given the self-evident
need for improved transport across the European frontiers to
carry the raw materials and finished products of an increasingly
integrated European economy (Rosamond, 2000; Haas, 1968;
Lindberg, 1963).

The neofunctionalist explanation seemed to relate rather well to
the progress of European integration in the 1950s and early 1960s
as the coal and steel community led on to the establishment of
a wider economic community, and the latter agreed to shorten its
12-year transitional period. However, it soon became apparent
that the onward march of an apolitical, technocratic approach to
the integration of Europe’s economies was not the only possible
explanation of events. It might continue to work in areas of ‘low’
politics, where what came to be known as ‘negative integration’
(the removal of barriers to the operation of markets) could still pay
dividends, but it showed signs of running into opposition in areas
of ‘high’ politics (Rosamond, 2000, pp. 77-8). There was plenty of
life yet in Europe’s ancient polity of nation states, as was amply
demonstrated by the behaviour of General de Gaulle, who had
no compunction about asserting the power and authority of the
French state if he thought that French interests were being put
at risk by the supranational authorities of the new European
institutions. Matters came to a head in 1965 when a crisis over
the common agricultural policy, which included the withdrawal of
French representation from all meetings of the Council of Ministers
(the empty-chair policy), led to recognition through the Luxembourg
compromise of 1966 that when a vital national interest was at
stake, discussions in the Council would continue until agreement
was reached.

The reassertion of the national veto in the Council of Ministers,
even if it was confined to the protection of vital national interests
and rarely invoked in a formal sense, suggested that the process
of European integration might not after all be so very different
from what happened in any other theatre of international relations
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where nation states in negotiation with one another seek a con-
sensus which sufficiently respects their national interests. Liberal
intergovernmentalism, which builds in its essentials on the Realist
tradition in International relations theory, emphasizes the decisive
impact of successive high-level, history-making bargains among
the member states, which have launched and at key points directed
and redirected the process of European integration. It acknowledges
that the outcome of negotiations which take place at lower levels
within the European Union cannot so readily be explained as the
result of an unconstrained negotiation among sovereign nation
states, but it points out that at these levels more complex deals
are done which in overall terms are consistent with the divergent
interests of the member states, often providing a convenient way to
deal with the disparate pressures which arise in domestic politics
(Rosamond, 2000; Hoffmann, 1964, 1966; Moravcsik, 1993). In
some cases a domestic lobby may be satisfied by a favourable con-
cession obtained in Brussels; in other cases it may be convenient
to shelter behind the intractability of established Community rules
or Community negotiating partners to resist unwelcome domestic
pressures.

Institutions and networks

Both neofunctionalism and liberal intergovernmentalism recognize
the importance of the institutions which have been set up to carry
forward the European project. Within the neofunctionalist model,
the high authority, the supranational institution established to
implement the first steps towards integration, becomes a key
sponsor of further integration (Rosamond, 2000, p. 58). Within
the liberal intergovernmentalist perspective institutions have an
important role as facilitators of the positive-sum bargains (that
is, bargains where everyone is a winner) which governments find
so helpful in dealing with the domestic pressures to which they
are subject (Rosamond, 2000, p. 143). Both these theoretical
approaches see the institutions as functioning in conformity with
their own approach, in the one case to carry forward the process
of integration which has been set in motion, and in the other to
provide a continuing forum for the articulation and bargaining
of national interests. However, the various versions of institu-
tionalism go beyond these rather passive, instrumental views to
assert the autonomous contribution which institutions can make
to the development of policy. The new institutionalists emphasize
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the capacity of institutions, broadly defined to encompass rules
both formal and informal as well as organizations, to structure
the choices which individuals and states have to make, and in
structuring those choices to go a long way towards determining
the outcomes. The various institutions of the European Union, and
notably the Commission, many of whose staff have a personal
commitment to the process of European integration, have proved
adept at exploiting the opportunities they have to set the agenda,
to structure choices and to exploit path-dependency. This is the
process, important to historical institutionalism, by which the
solutions which have been devised to resolve crises in past nego-
tiations (for example, package deals, transitional periods, time-
limited derogations for particular countries and so forth) tend to
establish precedents which condition future choices (Rosamond,
2000, p. 117; Peterson, 1999, pp. 18-19). Armstrong and Bulmer
(1998) use the liberalization of air transport, among other case
studies, to support their view that historical institutionalism offers
a good explanation for the development and governance of the
Single European Market.

Neither the governments of the member states nor the institu-
tions of the European Union are alone in seeking to influence the
development of European transport policies. They are important
players, but they are surrounded, as we have already noted, by a
host of other organizations (see Chapter 2) representing all the
different interests affected by transport policy at every level of
government, and these combine with the representatives of national
governments and international organizations to form policy net-
works (Peterson, 1999, pp. 22-8). Since the European Commission
has to initiate all formal proposals for legislation, yet lacks the
in-house technical expertise which most national governments
develop as a consequence of their more direct responsibility for
making transport policy work, the Commission’s transport direct-
orate needs the support of such networks. However, the epistemic
communities of professionals with recognised expertise and compe-
tence in a particular domain (Haas, 1992, p. 3), which dominate
such networks, tend by their very nature to be both technocratic
and conservative. Where radical change is called for, this is more
likely to come from an advocacy coalition formed around a rela-
tively narrow issue which may be more political than technocratic.
Epistemic communities and advocacy coalitions often compete for
influence within the policy networks which are an important feature
of the European transport policy landscape.
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Integration theory and policy-making

The empirical evidence concerning the development of European
transport policies, which is summarized in Chapters 3 and 5 to 8
of this book, throws some light on the influence of policy and issue
networks, and demonstrates the explanatory power of neofunction-
alism, liberal intergovernmentalism and historical institutionalism
in relation to the process of European integration, at different
times and in respect of different aspects of transport policy. If that
were all that a study of transport policies could contribute to our
understanding of the process of European integration, it would not
amount to anything very much, but this book seeks to explore the
more interesting possibility that the three approaches should be
regarded not as competing with one another, nor simply as lying
alongside one another, but as relating to one another within a more
complex policy-making model. Some of the linkages have already
been identified. Rosamond points out that both Haas as a theorist
and Monnet as a practitioner of neofunctionalism came to recog-
nize that the automaticity of functional spillover needed to be given
a push by actors in the political environment (Rosamond, 2000,
p. 61). Both neofunctionalists and liberal intergovernmentalists
acknowledge the part played by institutions in carrying forward
the process of integration. A helpful framework of analysis has
been put forward by John Peterson and Elizabeth Bomberg (1999),
who categorize decisions within a hierarchy of history-making
decisions at the super-systemic level, policy-setting decisions at the
systemic level, and policy-shaping decisions at the sub-systemic
level, and suggest that different theories of integration offer the best
explanation at different levels. Thus liberal intergovernmentalism
and/or neofunctionalism tend to offer the best explanation of
decisions at the super-systemic level, whilst new institutionalism is
more relevant to the systemic level, and policy network analysis is
often important in seeking to understand how decisions are taken
at the sub-systemic level.

A new model in four dimensions

This book builds on these ideas by suggesting that the extensive
and complex linkages between policy-making and the process of
European integration, which Peterson and Bomberg recognize as
defining and determining one another (Peterson, 1999, p. 254), may
be conceptualized in terms of a four-dimensional model, in which
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three dimensions represent three distinct policy-making envir-
onments, whilst the fourth dimension is that of time. First there is
a practical environment, conditioned by the circumstances of
geography, technology and economic development, within which
private and public corporations and individuals are engaged in
the business of moving passengers and freight. The actors in this
environment are mainly preoccupied with the efficiency and prof-
itability of their operations, but since their ability to deliver results
and make profits is profoundly influenced by the regulatory envir-
onment within which they have to operate, they put considerable
effort and resources, both individually and collectively through
their representative organizations, into lobbying those who move
in the second, political environment, where such decisions are taken.
Here ministers and their officials at every level of policy-making
draw on the advice which reaches them from the practical and
organizational environments as they debate, negotiate, construct
and supervise the frameworks of law and policy within which the
practical activity takes place. And, third, there is an organizational
environment in which those who direct and operate the various
structures which have been set up at different times to meet the
needs identified within the practical or political environments seek
to maintain or enhance their role and that of their organization.
The wide range of these organizations is reviewed in Chapter 2;
some are industry-based, others formed by governments, some
mono-modal, others multi-modal. The different perspectives typical
of each environment are reflected in the literature too; Wheatcroft
and Lipman for example (1986) write from a perspective grounded
in a profound knowledge of the practical environment of the air-
line industry, whereas Erdmenger (1983) and Abbati (1987) reflect
the institutional preoccupations of the organizational environment
within which they have operated. We all see what is going on in
all three environments, but even an academic commentator may
have better sources and stronger links with one environment than
another, and be influenced accordingly.

Each of these environments — practical, political and organiza-
tional — is relatively self-contained, though actors may operate at
a variety of different levels within their own structures and hier-
archies. Thus, in the practical environment a company chairman
may at one level be seeking to exploit the regulatory environment
to win advantage for his or her company, whilst simultaneously
joining with competitors to seek changes which may benefit them
all. Actors in the organizational environment may similarly be
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engaged in turf wars within their own organizations whilst pre-
senting a more or less united front in negotiations with others.
Equally, in the political environment politicians have become
adept at playing what Robert Putnam (1988) has called two-level
games, the idea being that national politicians seek to enhance
their position within the domestic environment on which they
depend for reelection both by what they do and say in the national
arena and by what they are able to achieve on the international
stage.

Action may also occur simultaneously in more than one environ-
ment, for example when new arrangements are being considered,
either domestically or internationally, which raise a wide range of
practical, political and organizational implications. The debate may
move to and fro from one environment to another, sometimes in
the public arena, sometimes behind closed doors, but the environ-
ments themselves remain distinct. In each environment success, and
with it motivation, is measured in quite different terms. In the
practical environment success is measured in terms of performance,
whether that is expressed as profit or the satisfactory provision of
a public service; in the political environment success is measured in
terms of favourable publicity, the advancement of the policies to
which the government is committed, and ultimately its reelection;
in the organizational environment success is measured in terms of
any enhancement or diminution of the reputation and powers of
the organization for which one works.

There are both formal and informal bridges of communication,
by which those who operate in one environment convey their
messages to those who operate in the others, and some actors move
in more than one environment. However, each environment has its
own rules and structures and the chairman of a large company, for
example, who may be enormously influential in the practical envir-
onment, may be a relatively insignificant player in the political
environment. Equally, politicians who seldom spend more than
a couple of years in the same position may have less influence
than they would like to think over the longer-term direction of
the organizations over which they exercise such decisive authority,
albeit briefly. Indeed there are formal measures in place whose pur-
pose is to mark the boundaries between the three policy-making
environments and to prevent the contamination of one environ-
ment by the presence of actors too closely associated with another.
Those who operate in the practical environment strive to influence
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those who operate in the political and organizational environments
by all means within their power, but if they go too far we call it
corruption and the link has to be broken. If someone wishes
to move from the political or organizational environment into the
practical environment, there usually has to be a gap of some
months, often called a period of quarantine. The institutions of the
European Communities, whose senior staff are often recruited from
politicians and civil servants who have operated within the politi-
cal environment in the member states, have formal provisions in
the Staff Regulations (Article 11) which require that ‘he [sic] shall
neither seek nor take instructions from any government, authority,
organization or person outside his institution’.

Sometimes the pressures arising in one environment may amplify
and reinforce those arising in another, as was the case during the
second half of the 1980s when pressures in the practical, political
and organizational environments all favoured the adoption of liberal
transport policies consistent with the single European market
programme. More often, such pressures drive policy in different
directions which may be hard to reconcile. For example, the attract-
iveness of Community action in the organizational environment
is frequently at variance with the preference of ministers in the
political environment to retain their domestic autonomy and their
freedom to act as they judge best in international negotiations with
third parties outside the EU; or the path dependency which sug-
gests a particular way forward in the organizational environment,
because it has worked before, may provoke howls of protest in the
practical environment, where the path-dependent solution may be
judged inappropriate (see for example the port services directive,
Chapter 6). When such conflicts occur, it can take a long time to
find a new way forward, precisely because the three environments
are so autonomous.

In all this the importance of the fourth dimension — time — should
not be underestimated. Time is not simply a linear function allowing
the interplay of forces within each environment to be dynamic
rather than static. It also seems to be the case that whilst action in
the political environment may have a powerful influence on policy-
making in the short term, that influence may very well fade as the
political salience of a topic declines or even be reversed as different
political views become more popular. The influence enshrined in
organizational structures, and in the policy networks which they
foster, tends to have a longer life, and changes in the practical
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environment — for example those brought about by the advent of
new technologies — may affect transport policies more profoundly
and more permanently than anything else. The gradual evolution
of circumstances in each of the three environments may eventually
lead to a new set of circumstances in which a window of policy
opportunity opens up.

Finally, illuminating as it may be to observe and analyse the
practical, political and organizational factors which work on one
another to generate policy outcomes, it would be a mistake to regard
the process as mechanistic or theory-driven. Models and theories
may have the capacity to explain why circumstances favoured
a particular policy development at a particular time, but nothing
happens without people to make it happen. The opportunity may
be there, but someone has to have the vision to see it, the skill to
translate that vision into a practical programme, and the commit-
ment to carry it through. Moreover, in a negotiating situation, the
personal chemistry of the key players is important too; it is not
sufficient to have a vision if you cannot inspire others to share it
with you, or win their trust in putting together a deal which respects
their goals as well as your own. The critical element in the story of
European transport policies, the catalyst for change, is to be found
not in feuding bureaucracies or even in new technologies, but
rather in the people who have seized the opportunities presented
by favourable developments in the practical, political and organ-
izational spheres, and carried their policy through from conception
to implementation.

The model proposed here is similar in some respects to that
developed by John Kingdon (1995). His three streams of problems,
policies and politics, essentially independent but joining together
in windows of policy-making opportunity, bear some resemblance
to the three environments described in this book, but there are
many differences between the policy-making environment in the
USA and Europe, as well as many illuminating points of similarity,
which lead me to suggest an alternative European model. Whilst
there is much in common between Kingdon’s problem stream and
my practical environment, I believe it is essential in European policy-
making generally and particularly in transport policy, to make
more room for the organizational dimension, which in turn allows
greater weight to be given to an institutionalist perception of
integration theory. Secondly, in Europe, where there is not quite
the same ferment of independent policy-making as appears to be
the case in Washington (Kingdon’s primeval soup), I believe it is
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more helpful to think in terms of a model which places policies
within the same environment as politics, without I hope confusing
the two, whilst recognizing that the development of policy will
also be affected by influences arising from the practical and organ-
izational environments.

The plan of the book

This book begins by mapping the contours of the three environ-
ments (Chapter 2), which together constitute the context within
which transport policies are both made and implemented. Chapter
3 surveys the historical development of the main features of a com-
mon transport policy for the European Communities, rooted in
the Treaties, whilst Chapter 4 explores the process, known as the
Community method, by which EU transport policy and legislation
takes shape through the interaction of the several institutions
which together constitute the European Union. Against the back-
ground of these successive attempts to construct an overarching
common transport policy, the central chapters of the book explore
the arguably more successful attempts which have been made to
construct policies for each mode of transport separately, beginning
with the inland transport modes in Chapter 5, followed by sea and
air transport in Chapters 6 and 7, and transport infrastructure in
Chapter 8.

The concluding chapters turn to an examination of two issues
which have arisen in every mode of transport. Chapter 9 examines
the contest which has taken place, primarily within the political
environment, between the two major paradigms of transport policy,
sometimes characterized as Continental and Anglo-Saxon, the one
stressing the harmonization of competitive conditions and cooper-
ation among transport providers under the tutelage of the public
sector, whilst the other is more inclined to favour competition
among providers within the private sector. Chapter 10 examines the
contest which has taken place, primarily within the organizational
environment, between the inter-company and intergovernmental
organizations, which managed the interface between national
transport policies in the past, and the more supranational character
of the EU institutions which have gradually supplanted them as
the dominant European authority in almost all fields of transport
policy. The concluding chapter then tests the relevance and validity
of the proposed four-dimensional model of policy-making against
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the evidence both from the vertical studies of separate modes
in Chapters 5 to 8, and from the horizontal studies of cross-cutting
issues in chapters nine and ten, and considers to what extent such
a model might be useful not just as a means of understanding
how European policies for transport have developed over the past
half century, but also, more ambitiously, how they might evolve in
the future.
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