
 

 

ERFA’s feedback on amendment of Annex VI of the train driver directive. 

ERFA welcomes the European Commission (EC) proposal to revise the Annex VI of the train driver 

directive, as a necessary step to pave the way for more flexibility in the rail sector. We ask the 

Commission to adopt a simple and pragmatic approach.  

 

It is important to have the possibility to assess and try different solutions that could be implemented in the 

rail market, to overcome the remaining language barriers.  

 

After reading the proposal published on the EC website, we would like to submit our comments:  

• The goal of the revision of the Annex VI should be focused on enabling pilot projects to make the 

European rail transport easier and more competitive, as well as facilitating the trans-european rail 

transport services across the Single European Railway Area, both in normal conditions and in case 

of disruptions on the railway lines. 

 

• The pilot projects could be run across countries or within the same country (in cases where there 

are different language zones).  

 

• The European Commission foresees joint proposals by Railway Undertaking(s)(RU) and 

Infrastructure Manager(s)(IM). In the scenario where the Infrastructure Manager(s) involved don’t 

agree to the pilot project(s), Railway Undertaking(s) should have the option of submitting to the 

European Commission their proposals through a declaration of interest.  

 

In this scenario the European Union Agency for Railways (ERA) and National Standard 

Authorities (NSAs) should have 2 months to provide their objection to the Rail Undertaking(s) 

proposal where appropriate.  

 

Where there are objections, a dedicated committee chaired by the European Commission together 

with ERA and NSA/s involved would assume the role of facilitator of the discussions between 

RU(s) and IM(s). The aim of the mediation is to establish common consent on the project. 

 

• The proposal includes 2 phases, while we propose fast tracking to step 2. In any case, alternative 

means already in force, must be able to be continue and be formalised as soon as possible.   

Rail Undertaking(s) and Infrastructure Manager(s) should have the possibility to submit to the 

European Commission project pilots using alternative methodologies that have not been tested on 

the railway network yet. In such case, the precise description and safety procedures should be 

provided, so the risk analysis is possible. Point 8 (5) b) should be modified to this effect. 

 

• The duration of the pilots should be agreed with the Infrastructure Manager(s), it should not be 

determined only by the Infrastructure Manager(s). 

 

• From the beginning of the test phase ERA and NSA(s) should be involved together with the 

European Commission as facilitators.  

 

At the end of each pilot project, the joint committee (EC, ERA and NSA/s) should evaluate it. 

Once the pilot project has been tested, and providing the results are satisfactory, the derogation 

should be granted on the whole network of the Infrastructure Manager concerned.  



 

 

 

• In the text of the proposal in addition to the word “tools”, we suggest the possibility to allow pilot 

projects using “English as single European operational language”. This goes further than simply 

using additional tools, by allowing English to be considered as the language for rail operations. 

ERFA would like to stress that the Handbook for International Contingency Management approved in 

May 2018 by Rail Network Europe (RNE) established the possibility of using English language for 

international coordination in cases of disruption having effects at international level.   

Why do we think English is the language solution for rail?  

The European society has changed in the last 

decades, people can better afford to travel and they 

are more exposed to international environments. It is 

not a taboo that the most widely spoken language in 

EU and even in the World is English. In the EU, 

pupils start to become familiar with English from 

when they start primary school, and sometimes   

before this.  

Statistics of UNESCO, OECD and Eurostat (UOE) show that 96% of students in general upper 

secondary education were studying English in 2015!  Looking at the data, when new drivers are 

recruited it should not be difficult to find applicants who are competent using English as operational 

language.  

Please find below our input paper which explains ERFA’s position. 

 

Input paper on simplification of language requirements 

• In order to attract and retain customers to use rail freight services, railway undertakings must be able to 

offer quality, reliable services that offer customers a consistent and predictable time of arrival at a price 

that competes with the equivalent road service.  

• Many rail freight services cross the borders of countries where different languages are spoken. At the 

moment European legislation states that locomotive drivers must be B1 level competency in every 

country in which they drive a train.  

• This means that rail freight operators must invest in expensive training and that they must carefully 

roster their train drivers to only drive on certain routes. In addition, when lines are closed for planned 

engineering works or during an unforeseen event and there is a need to divert a train, the absence of a 

driver with suitable language skills can result in the cancellation of the train. This issue was highlighted 

in a dramatic way following the Rastatt tunnel collapse incident of 2017. 

• This adds costs to rail freight operations which are not borne by HGVs. There is no requirement for a 

HGV driver to have any knowledge at all of the language of the country he is driving through. This 

creates an uneven playing field.  



 

• Rail freight operators do not want to compromise safety levels to the 

level of road operations, but instead put forward a transition plan with the long-term aim of increasing 

flexibility and reducing long term costs. 

• ERFA urges the European Commission to adopt a simple and pragmatic approach in the 

implementation of the proposal of amending Annex VI of the TD Directive to allow pilots of 

changes to language requirements for cross border traffic. 

• ERFA intends to submit to the European Commission at least 2 pilots at key borders to trial reduced 

language requirements through agreed local arrangements that are safe and practical. The Swiss already 

have a model that could be replicated in other countries. The language requirement is A1+; the system 

works, and the safety concerns are carefully managed. We propose rolling out the lessons learned from 

trials at borders, and then extend these on to complete corridors. 

• It will be important to develop a glossary of key commands that can be used by both signallers and 

drivers, for example, if there is a need for urgent evasive action. This would enable a change to the 

safety requirement, from the current B1 level requirement, so that only training is needed on the local 

language for the glossary of the key commands.  This could be further supported by visual material in 

the train cab. We suggest a trial, with the intention of  roll out across all Member States. 

• In the longer term, ERFA urges a change to English as a common language, across all rail 

networks, on a similar basis to airlines. We recognise that this is a long-term aim, but 

development work for his project should begin now, so that all parts of the railway can consider 

recruiting staff with English language skills who will be the train drivers and signallers in 10 years 

time. 

• The long term aim should be to eradicate the need for B1 training for drivers and improve the 

flexibility, reliability and efficiency of the offering to customers. This supports the EU 

Commission goal of increasing the modal share of rail freight across the European Union.  

 


