
Shifting from road to rail
The perspective of a medium-sized German logistic 
service provider

The logistic service provider European Cargo Logistics GmbH 
(ECL) is headquartered in Lübeck in the region of Schleswig-
Holstein. With approximately 90 employees it is a medium-sized 
company and since 2001 it has been a 100 % subsidiary of the 
Lübecker Hafen-Gesellschaft mbH (LHG), which runs the port 
docks of Lübeck. ECL is one of the leading European service pro-
viders for the distribution of forest products, thus the core busi-
ness area of ECL is transportation of paper and forest products. 

However the fastest growing business area of ECL is the inter-
modal services, where ECL is active as an operator of rail hinter-
land services, largely via the intermodal terminal on the Skandina-
vienkai operated by Baltic Rail Gate GmbH (BRG) interlinking the 
three modes of transport - ship, rail and road. For ECL its geo-
graphical location in Lübeck is considered vital for the develop-
ment of its business operations, as the port of Lübeck is the most 
south-western port of the Baltic Sea, constituting an important 
link between continental Europe and the whole Baltic Sea region. 
ECL has two direct rail connections - one from Lübeck to Bettem-
bourg in Luxembourg and one from Lübeck to Verona in Italy. 
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In the direct line from Lübeck to Bettembourg there 
are three departures weekly. In Bettembourg, ECL´s 
partner CFL Multimodal ensures smooth tranship-
ments and rail service to Le Boulou near Perpignan 
at the Spanish border with several daily departures. In 
the near future ECL is planning to open up a new direct 
train line from Lübeck to Duisburg in the Ruhr-district 
of Germany. 

Tobias thinks that the major advantage of the block 
train is that it makes an end-to-end journey from its 
starting point to its destination, and as there is no need 
for shunting the wagons, journey times is correspond-
ingly shorter than for instance single wagon transport. 
ECL owns 50 % of the train system from Lübeck to Ve-
rona meaning that ECL takes the business risk of the 
50 % of the transport of the train, even when the vol-
ume of goods doesn´t cover the capacity of the train. 

ECL entered this business, when a large private for-
warding had plans of buying their own full train system 
with private operators instead of state operators. How-
ever as Tobias explains, the agency did not have the 
volume for its own private train system, and the LHG 
and the forwarding agency then agreed to split up the 
train system with each partner taking 50 % of the risk. 
In practice ECL being the logistic service provider of 
LHG group has since then managed the 50 % part of 
the train system serving a range of different customers. 
Jokingly Tobias says that with all the different compa-
nies and their different colours this makes the train very 
colourful which is rarely seen on a train, where the large 
logistic companies typically operate individually. 

Green logistics is becoming 
increasingly important

 
“There are three main factors that have an influence 
on a customer´s choice of a logistic service provider. 
These are time, price and quality”, ECL´s manager of 
intermodal services Tobias Behncke clearly points out. 
Tobias is certain that these are the drivers that are es-
sential for understanding customer behaviour, and from 
his point of view ECL can offer its customers optimized 
and better solutions than its competitors by combining 
intermodal shift and direct transportation. First of all it is 
less time consuming – by having one direct end desti-
nation for all the cargo, it doesn´t take up extra time for 
storage and distribution. Secondly rail services reduce 
cost per kilometre compared to road services, which 
can´t offer the same carrier capacity as rail services. 
Thirdly it increases the quality by transporting cargo di-
rectly, thus reducing the risk of damaging cargo in the 
process of shifting cargo from one mode of transporta-
tion to another.   

However Tobias thinks that in recent years ‘green lo-
gistics’ has become an increasingly important driver for 
buyers of logistic services. He is certain that this is also 
a reason that ECL´s intermodal services are in higher 
demand than previously, as the primary industries are 
pushing their logistic service providers for greener so-
lutions. Tobias puts it this way: “Price, time and qual-
ity are the main criteria when it comes to decide for a 
transport mode, however, more and more customers 
demand green aspects to be considered and therefore 
look for environmentally friendly transport solutions”.

ECL’s concept of intermodality
From Lübeck ECL can offer its customers direct train 
connections to either Bettembourg in Luxembourg or 
Verona in Italy. Typically the cargo is freighted to Lübeck 
from the Nordic or Baltic countries by ferry. With the 
support of the intermodal terminal Baltic Rail Gate in 
Skandinavienkai the cargo is shifted into rail transport. 
ECL operates block trains from Lübeck to Verona de-
parting five times weekly. According to Tobias, the fre-
quency is not stable, but is based on an assessment 
of the needs of its customers and the current market 
situation, and for the moment ECL is considering set-
ting up the frequency to six departures a week. 
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Tobias thinks that the most interesting aspect of the 
development of the tool is that it allows comparison 
and combination of different transport modes, and 
enables ECL to offer its clients not only the usual and 
accurate calculation of prices and transit times, but 
also the greenhouse gas emissions of specific con-
signments or complete transports. “This is as an ad-
vantage for our customers, because it supports more 
transparency and offers interesting possibilities in order 
to compare the intermodal services of ECL with com-
plete road transports”, Tobias highlights. In this way 
ECL can determine exactly, what it means in climate 
terms, to send a truck e.g. from Helsinki to Paris, either 
using sea/road or sea/rail services. 

Generally by using this tool it is estimated that using 
rail instead of road in average reduces the CO2 emis-
sion on transport with about 75 %. According to To-
bias, one of the strengths of the new tool is also that it 
incorporates the new EU standard 16258, which has 
established a common methodology for the calculation 
and declaration of energy consumption and green-
house gas (GHG) emissions related to transport ser-
vice. Also the tool is based on the latest knowledge on 
the calculation of emissions from RoRo shipping. Data 
is included for the different modes of transport (road, 
rail, sea), classification of carrier, transmission type (e. 
g. diesel, electric), type of fuel, topography of coun-
tries involved, utilization grade of the selected mode of 
transport, distance, proportion of empty runs, and of 
course weight of consignment. In the calculation the 
tool counts emission results for the whole consignment 
as well as per ton per kilometer.

The customers of ECL are mainly multinational com-
panies such as DHL, DB Schenker etc. that want to 
transport cargo from Sweden, Norway and Finland 
to continental Europe. In this way ECL acts as a third 
party logistic service provider and thus differentiates 
itself from a traditional logistic transport company by 
not having direct relations to the manufacturing com-
panies. The first route and still ECL´s main route called 
the Verona Shuttle connecting Lübeck with Verona 
was established in 2004 under the control of the LHG, 
but as Tobias points out the LHG as an operator of 
the port has to act as a neutral player and only take 
care of its core business, which is basically unloading 
and reloading of ships. Being a 100 % subsidiary of 
LHG, ECL’s role in the group of LHG is to operate as a 
service logistic provider. The Verona Shuttle was thus 
considered to be a part of ECL´s core business and 
was subsequently switched over to the management 
of ECL. 

Tool for measuring 
the level of CO2 emission

By offering intermodal services – shifting from sea to 
rail, ECL offers “green logistics” solutions to its cus-
tomers, because rail services compared to road re-
duce CO2 emission with about 75 %, which have been 
estimated on the basis of a CO2 emission tool that 
ECL has developed. In the framework of a thesis pro-
ject, ECL has developed a tool that is able to calculate 
a specific carbon footprint for any mode of transport 
whether by road, rail or sea.
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Tobias sees the liberalisation as a general improvement 
from a customer´s point of view, and as new actors 
entered the market, the customers had the possibil-
ity to choose between more operators and not only 
state operators as hitherto. In this way rail services was 
better able to compete with other modes of transport. 
Also considering the environmental impact it was a 
step up, as rail is a more environmental friendly mode 
of transport. 

Tobias thinks that as a member of the EU there are 
not any substantial political barriers for developing the 
intermodal business in the future, as the market for 
rail has been liberalised. However a potential barrier 
is the use of subsidies by governments in the Nordic 
and Baltic countries, which could enhance one mode 
of transport over another, e.g. in the past rail traffic 
was subsidised by the Swedish government, making 
rail traffic via Denmark more attractive than ferry traffic 
in the Baltic Sea. The main barriers that Tobias sees 
on an international level, are more technical and infra-
structural, e.g. the differences of rail tracks or signals in 
some parts of Europe, which is not a problem when it 
comes to transporting from Sweden to Italy, but could 
in the future pose a problem, if ECL decided to expand 
its business area to some parts of Eastern Europe, 
where the rail tracks are smaller than in Germany and 
central Europe.      

Trustful bilateral relations to 
customers are crucial 

for the business strategy
Being a less known logistic service provider, ECL is 
aware of branding the company on the internet, in bro-
chures and presentations, but Tobias stresses that it 
is vital for the company to have a constant focus on 
strong bilateral trustful relations to its customers and 
other relevant actors. “A stable and well-established 
network is the single most important factor for the suc-
cess of ECL´s business”, Tobias points out. The prima-
ry barrier for developing the business area in the inter-
modal services is the customers´ internal organisation 
and their rationale for choosing one mode of transport 
over another. Thus in order to develop its business and 
adjust services to customers´ needs Tobias highlights 
the importance of having an understanding of the cus-
tomers. At least quarterly Tobias is travelling around 
Scandinavia to have a face-to-face dialogue with exist-
ing customers and to exchange information about the 
latest development of their respective businesses. In 
this way he can market ECL by telling the customers 
about ECL´s services, but he also gets an insight into 
the customer´s perspective and understands the cus-
tomers’ strategic considerations for the future better. 

What are the drivers and 
barriers for developing 

business? 
The main driver that opened up a new market oppor-
tunity for ECL in the area of intermodal services was 
the EU liberalisation of rail freight transport in 2007 
for both national and international services. With this 
any licensed EU railway company with the necessary 
safety certification was able to apply for capacity and 
offer national and international freight services by rail 
throughout the EU. 
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