
TO UP ITS PERFORMANCE, EUROPORTE, THE RAIL FREIGHT BRANCH OF GROUPE EUROTUNNEL, IS TRACK-
ING THE MOVEMENTS, AND BEHAVIOUR, OF ITS LOCOMOTIVES MORE CLOSELY. WITH GPS BEACONS NOW 
INSTALLED, THE OPERATOR IS ALSO LOOKING TO BENEFIT FURTHER BY IMPROVING TRAFFIC EFFICIEN-
CY, ENHANCING SAFETY, AND OPTIMISING RESOURCE MANAGEMENT.

Since September of last year, around 

50 traction units have been fitted 

with a geolocation movement moni-

toring system developed by Belgian start-up 

Railnova. “The automatic data feedback on 

the real-time position and movements of 

the locos means a huge improvement in re-

porting,” a Europorte spokeswoman told 

EURAILmag.

The hardware comes as a box, which 

Christian Sprauer, CEO, Railnova, neatly de-

scribes as “half the size of an iPad,” located 

on the driver desk near a window. The sys-

tem has two power modes:

  an autonomous battery mode with up to six 

years of battery life

  an external powered mode, using the power sup-

ply of the locomotive.

When the beacon is on external power 

mode, GPS data is received every five min-

utes, allowing for near real-time monitoring. 

On autonomous mode, a communication 

every three hours is sufficient when the lo-

comotive is at rest.

Prior to rolling out the technology, 

Europorte took time to familiarise itself 

with the system by carrying out a three-

month test phase to install the GPS boxes 

and check the equipment worked perfectly.

BENEFITS

Keen to optimise its service quality, 

Europorte opted for this intelligent fleet 

solution to keep itself and customers in the 

real-time loop with regards to the move-

ments of goods. Surely a step in the right 

direction for rail freight, often lambasted 

for not keeping tabs on wagons during tran-

sit. “The reliability of information during 

operations and knowing this information 
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in real time is crucial, and depends large-

ly on the reliability and pertinence of the 

information system,” says Europorte, who 

sees the geolocation and remote monitor-

ing of operating data functions as a definite 

improvement on the system previously in 

place. It is looking to gain better reactivi-

ty if incidents occur when the locos are in 

service, more efficient slot management, 

plus enhanced processing of data. And 

these benefits will be felt by customers 

too. “Geolocation means we can compare 

the real traffic to planned traffic,” explains 

Europorte, “and so improve the quality and 

reliability of the information we can send 

to our clients.”

MAINTENANCE SET TO GAIN

While Europorte’s primary need was ge-

olocation, the next step will be to further 

exploit the solution to improve mainte-

nance operations. And here the operator 

has high expectations, looking for enhanced 

reactivity of the maintenance supply chain, 

prevention of certain recurring failures 

upon loco start, and better planning of pre-

ventive maintenance.

The electronic interface developed by 

Railnova will eliminate the need to manual-

ly report engine hours, fault codes, and will 

enable workshops to anticipate inspections 

and materials supplies. Such innovations 

will help further to increase traffic fluid-

ity by reducing emergency maintenance 

interventions.

ALERT!

One example of such a ‘maintenance op-

timisation’ functionality is the alert. Mr 

Sprauer explained and demonstrated this 

to EURAILmag on his iPad during a 10-min-

ute whistle-stop encounter at Brussels 

station: “You can easily configure custom 

alerts based on the train parameters and 

specificities, e.g. ‘send me an email when 

the coolant temperature stays above 90°C 

for more that 15 minutes.’ Overheating may 

cause the engine to break down, costing 

the operator upwards of €300,000. But the 

driver is entirely in the dark when it comes 

to the state of the locomotive because, due 

to safety rules and regulations, he or she is 

only allowed to drive the locomotive, and 

nothing more. The information is sent off to 

the fleet management team and they can 

get back to the driver: ‘hey, your tempera-

ture is too high, we need to re-route your 

locomotive on another slot so you can reach 

a local workshop.’”

The map view shows all trains and their status. You can filter the view, zoom in and out, and see if the train is 
powered, in movement, or at rest. When clicking on an icon, a pop-up gives full details on the train

The preventive maintenance planning app fills in automatically, based on the number of hours the train has been 
in operation since its last maintenance

“You can easily configure custom alerts based on the train 
parameters and specificities, e.g. ‘send me an email when 
the coolant temperature stays above 90°C for more that 15 
minutes”
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TWO STEPS

But why this two-step approach, asked 

EURAILmag. Why not simply introduce both 

the operations and maintenance functions 

right from the start? Europorte is playing it 

safe, it would seem, by taking time to gain 

confidence in the new system – firstly by 

putting the geolocation functionality of 

the system to the test, then by identifying 

the maintenance needs and their impacts 

on the organisation and information sys-

tem in place. “The beacons now installed on 

our locos and the software solution in place 

means we can process this data, and so the 

functionalities for maintenance can be eas-

ily activated when the time comes,” says the 

operator. “We opted for a system that pro-

vides other functionalities, that enabled us 

to couple together our operating and main-

tenance needs. We have also undertaken 

an optimisation programme with regards 

to how the maintenance is organised, with 

the aim being to improve the usage rate 

and availability of the locomotives.”

MEETING A NEED

Railnova’s telematics and railfleet solution 

was born out of a real need, identified by 

Mr Sprauer when working for the leasing 

company Alpha Trains. “I had to spend re-

sources every month to call the customers 

to ask them how many kilometres they 

drove, where the locomotives were, what 

problems they had with them, what main-

tenance was due, etc.... by phone, email, 

all reported using Excel spreadsheets – all 

this was very time-consuming and certain-

ly not efficient.

“So in 2010 I started thinking about how 

to optimise the whole process, namely 

through the use of telematics, a ‘plug-and-

play’ product that would simply involve 

installing it, pressing a button, paying the 

bill, and it’s done. Next I phoned blue-chip 

companies to see if they could offer us a so-

lution, but they were either doing hardware 

or software and the offers were north of 

one million euros. No one was able to pro-

vide an end-to-end solution.

“I decided it was time for a new start; it was 

time to take some risks. So I proposed to 

the shareholders of Alpha Trains to set up 

this telematics service within the portfo-

lio of the leasing company, but they were 

not interested. I talked to the market and I 

realised the need for an independent pure-

play. I thought to myself: ‘so let’s give it a 

shot as technology start-up.’ I started writ-

ing a business plan and assembled a core 

technical team capable of delivering on the 

electronics and the software, to create the 

end-to-end solution from the blank page. 

Our team of nine includes very clever engi-

neers in electronics and mechatronics and 

highly skilled software engineers.”

GPS, AND MUCH MORE BESIDES

In addition to Europorte, Railnova has also 

equipped seven other operators in Europe, 

of which NS Hispeed in the Netherlands (for 

international, high-speed passenger trains), 

SNCB Logistics in Belgium, and CFL Cargo 

in Luxembourg.

Yet while the above rail actors have real-

ised the productivity gains to be had by such 

a complete railfleet management system, 

others are finding it harder to see the sav-

ings. Mr Sprauer explains: “A big part of our 

challenge is to educate the market about 

solutions such as ours. Because although 

some understand the full usefulness of 

having GPS data, not all of them fully grasp 

just how many productivity gains can be 

achieved from getting more telematics data 

out. If you talk to the big guys like the SNCF, 

DB Schenker, they will say: ‘oh, we have that 

kind of system, no problem!’ And yes they 

do have some sort of it. But what they don’t 

say is that it took many years to develop and 

cost probably a few million euros. Indeed, 

they may have had bad experiences in con-

ducting complex integration projects with 

blue-chip IT companies,” he adds.

The slow uptake of such a solution pro-

vided externally could equally be due to 

the fact that operators, freight in particu-

lar, are operating on tight budgets 

The asset summary sheet provides a detailed list of all trains, with their status and alerts
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and tend to shy away from the per-

ceived complexity of such projects. “But 

they need to change their approach to 

technological innovation,” reckons Mr 

Sprauer, “now that a risk-free solution like 

ours is available on the market.”

Today the rail industry, again freight 

foremost in mind, has to deal with new 

regulations ahead such as ‘Entity in Charge 

of Maintenance,’ aimed at improving safe-

ty through more stringent maintenance 

follow-up. The shareholder structure of 

operating companies has evolved, with a 

return to profitability more often than not 

on the agenda. Competition from road 

freight is ever-increasing. These factors 

compel them to look for solutions to tap 

into the pool of productivity improvement. 

With the days of rail monopolies long be-

hind them, they now have a strong incentive 

to innovate.

Europorte, for one, looks as though it is tak-

ing this path. And with regards to its recent 

experience with Railnova, satisfaction has 

been guaranteed. “They provided us with 

a simple and complete solution, a quality 

of service, and irreproachable customer 

relations that we really appreciate,” the 

operator told EURAILmag, adding that the 

one piece of software for the two tasks also 

makes for better in-house communication. 

A win-win across the board?

DRIVING FORWARD, STAYING COM-
PETITIVE

Europorte is keen to drive its operations 

into the modern age, to meet the higher 

expectations of its customers, and remain 

competitive. Another ongoing technolo-

gy improvement is the modification of the 

ATESS data transmission mode, where-

by the ‘black box’ of the train records all 

train journey data such as average speed, 

temperature, and number of kilometres 

covered. The need for upgrading is all the 

more urgent since the method currently 

employed involves physically wiping the 

recording cassettes, which means dedicat-

ed logistics procedures and high costs. “In 

the future our fleet of locomotives will be 

equipped with a remote transmission sys-

tem for this data via a GPRS router,” says 

Europorte.

REACHING OUT

Alongside modernising the way its oper-

ations are run, Europorte is also signing 

deals to expand its reach further and wider. 

In September 2011, it concluded a strate-

gic agreement with Trenitalia to establish 

an international rail freight link between 

France and Italy. Europorte is to transport 

grain grown in Burgundy through the south-

east of France, before handing the loads off 

to Trenitalia in Amberieu (France), which will 

transport them to several Italian destina-

tions. The operator is optimistic that this is 

just the beginning. “This contract demon-

strates not only the potential for growth 

of freight in France but also our own exper-

tise,” says the company spokeswoman. “And 

that is our know-how in local and national 

transport services, and our ability to cover 

an international long-distance link.”

Looking for its next clients, Europorte is 

finding itself confronted with shippers 

who have decided to transport all their 

merchandise via trucks on the roads, which 

are saturated. Understandably, it is keen to 

push the facts and figures that support its 

cause: “Out of 200 million journeys that are 

made by trucks in France, 80% of those are 

over short distances, and 20% of them, or 

40 million trips, could be done by the rail-

way,” the spokeswoman told EURAILmag. 

“This is the potential of the rail freight mar-

ket. We offer a sustainable and trustworthy 

mode of transport, and our only direct com-

petitors are Fret SNCF and ECR.”

If the operator is to be believed, the poten-

tial is there. Grabbing it is the challenge

Lesley Brown

2011 revenue – full year

Europorte: rail freight shows its potential 
for growth with a 63% increase in revenues 
to €157.8 million
2011 unaudited: 157.8
2010 recalculated*: 97
Change 2011/2010: +63%
2010 published: 97.7

*26% like for like
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