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1. Introduction 

This case study report presents the business model for the cross-border public tram-

train Saarbahn operating between the cities of Saarbrücken (Germany) and 

Sarreguemines (France).  

This report is part of a series of 31 case studies developed in the framework of the study 

‘Providing public transport in cross-border regions – Mapping of existing services and 

legal obstacles’. Spatial Foresight in cooperation with TCP international, TRT trasporti e 

territorio and EureConsult completed this study for the European Commission’s DG 

REGIO.  

The case studies highlight a variety of business models for cross-border public transport 

services. This includes governance arrangements and operational provisions to develop 

the service and address demand in border regions. These aspects will be introduced in 

section 2, as well as the territorial scope of the service. Section 3 presents key obstacles 

related to the business model as well as solutions. Section 4 is about lessons learnt from 

this case. 

This case study covers: 

 the most long-standing symbol of Franco-German cooperation in cross-border 

public passenger rail transport;  

 a tram-train (Saarbahn) operating in a common cross-border settlement area, 

where the state border has not been an obstacle to people’s mobility for a long 

time (except during the COVID-19 pandemic); 

 a simple governance model for cross-border service provision by Saarbahn; 

 a good example for one-side driven cross-border tariff integration of the final 

destination on the French side; 

 bureaucratic obstacles and financial disputes, which can endanger the cross-

border Saarbahn tram-train service even after a long period of operation (since 

1997); 

 potential solutions based on different legal instruments (e.g. the French-German 

Aachen Treaty or a task-specific EGTC). 

The main sources used for elaborating this case study were published documents and 

websites. The latter were particularly important so the case study adequately considers 

recent developments. Moreover, very valuable and complementary information came 

through an interview with the transport company operating the cross-border tram-train 

(Saarbahn GmbH). Finally, the case study evidence has also been cross-checked by 

Saarbahn GmbH. 
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2. Features and benefits of the service 

Table Error! No text of specified style in document..1 Characteristics of the 

business model 

Transport service Saarbahn line S1 

Mode of transport Tram-train  

Service 

provider(s)(operator) 

Saarbahn GmbH 

Location Saarbrücken (Federal State of Saarland), Germany, 

to Sarreguemines (département Moselle, Région 

Grand Est), France 

Date when the service 

started 

1997 

 

Figure Error! No text of specified style in document..1 Line and stops of the 

Saarbahn line S1 

 

Source: TCP International 
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2.1. Geographic context and scope of the service 

This case study looks at the public cross-border Saarbahn tram-train that operates 

within the functional cross-border agglomeration of the EGTC Eurodistrict SaarMoselle 

(see Figure 2.2 below). The Eurodistrict on the German side includes the Saarbrücken 

Regional Association (Regionalverband Saarbrücken1) covering the area around the 

capital city of the Federal State of Saarland and, on the French side, five inter-municipal 

associations2 in the eastern part of Département de la Moselle.  

The Eurodistrict is located in a much wider cross-border area with institutionalised 

cooperation between the Grand-Duchy of Luxemburg and neighbouring regions in 

Germany (Saarland, Rhineland-Palatinate), Belgium (Walloon region, including the 

German and French speaking communities of Belgium) and France (the Grand Est 

region), which is commonly known as the Greater Region. 

Figure Error! No text of specified style in document..2 Members and associated 

partners of Eurodistrict SaarMoselle. 

 

Source: Landeshauptstadt Saarbrücken (2021) 

Scope of the service 

Back in 1992, Saarbrücken became the first German city to construct a completely new 

rail-bound passenger transport system to serve its wider surroundings. The original 

concept envisaged a light-rail tram network within Saarbrücken, with outer branches 

connecting the inner-city network to existing conventional railway tracks stretching to 

the North and South of Saarland’s capital city. Construction of the new Saarbahn line 

began in 1995. After nearly 2 1/2 years, the 19 km long central section of the line from 

Saarbrücken to Sarreguemines was put into operation on 24 October 1997. The northern 

                                                
1 The ‘Regionalverband Saarbrücken’ is a special inter-municipal association (Kommunalverband besonderer Art) created 

on January 1, 2008. It integrates a district (Kreis) and a district-free town (Kreisfreie Stadt Saarbrücken). 
2 Communauté d'agglomération de Forbach Porte de France (CAFPF); Communauté d'agglomération Sarreguemines 

Confluences (CASC); Communauté d'agglomération Saint-Avold Synergie; Communauté de communes de Freyming-
Merlebach; Communauté de communes du Warndt (CCW). 



 PUBLIC TRANSPORT SERVICES IN CROSS-BORDER REGIONS – MAPPING OF EXISTING 
SERVICES AND LEGAL OBSTACLES 

9 

extension on the German side took place in several stages from 1999 until the Lebach-

Jabach section opened on 5 October 2014. In 1997 Saarbahn was the first cross-border 

electric tram-train in Europe3.  

Today, the Saarbahn tram-train operates mainly in the Federal State of Saarland and 

provides passenger transportation services on a single 44 km line (S1). On most of that 

line the tram-train serves stops / stations within the Saarbrücken Regional Association 

and has its northern line terminus in Lebach-Jabach (in the district of Saarlouis). From 

the city of Saarbrücken in a south-eastwards direction, however, line S1 continues 

across the German French border to terminate in the city of Sarreguemines in Moselle 

Department, which is the southern terminus of the tram-train.  

Saarbahn provides an all-week-long regular public passenger transport service that is 

fully integrated with other public transport services in Saarland (e.g. bus, regional 

trains). With 28 tram-trains, Saarbahn serves 43 stops and stations on the entire line 

S1 and transports almost 42,000 passengers each day4. However, by far the largest 

part of this daily volume is within Saarland. 

Territorial context 

Saarbahn operates in an urbanised area that is more densely populated on the German 

side (> 500 inhabitants/km2)5. The border area between Saarland and Moselle 

Department has substantial cross-border commuter flows. Cross-border commuting is 

mainly from the French to the German side. Commuter flows are detailed in the most 

recent report published by the Interregional Labour Market Observatory of the Greater 

Region6.  

In mid-2019, 16,230 workers from neighbouring border areas in France commuted each 

day to Saarland. The majority of French commuters work in trade and business-related 

services, manufacturing and metal processing or the automotive and supplier industry. 

Almost 60% of French cross-border workers are employed by companies in the 

Saarbrücken Regional Association, while the remainder work mostly in Saarlouis district 

(23%) or Saarpfalz district (14%). Since 2011, however, the number of French workers 

commuting to Saarland has been slowly but steadily declining. An important reason is 

the ongoing structural change in the Saarland economy, but also competition from the 

labour market in Luxembourg that is more attractive for French people aspiring an 

employment across the border (especially the younger generation).  

Recent data for commuters living in Saarland and working in the Grand Est region are 

unfortunately not available. However, figures from 2011 show that only around 1,000 

people from Saarland worked in neighbouring French border areas. 

2.2. Demand for and benefits of the service 

Cross-border public transport services in the Eurodistrict target two main groups. Firstly, 

the many French cross-border commuters who travel on workdays to their place of 

employment in the Saarbrücken Regional Association (i.e. 9,288 persons in 2019). 

Secondly, other people living in the French and German border zones who cross the 

border on week days and at weekends for shopping, education and leisure. 

An older but still the only study on cross-border traffic movements by car between 

Saarland and Moselle Department7 shows that trips in 2010 concentrated mainly on 

three corridors (see Figure 2.3): the south-west corridor Saarbrücken-Forbach (13,400 

movements per day), the south-east corridor Sarreguemines-Saarbrücken (7,600) and 

                                                
3 Saarbahn (2021e); Wikipedia (2021a) 
4 Saarbahn (2019) 
5 On the French side, population density in the neighbouring district Sarreguemines (Arrondissement de Sarreguemines) 

ranges from 151 to 300 inhabitants/ km2. 
6 Interregionale Arbeitsmarktbeobachtungsstelle (2021), pp 48-51 
7 Prianon (2013), pp. 3, 4 ; PTV France / PTV Planung Transport Verkehr AG (2012), pp. 17, 21 
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the north-south corridor Saarlouis-Creutzwald (3,000), with the latter not leading to the 

Saarbrücken Regional Association. 

Figure Error! No text of specified style in document..3 Origin-destination of 

cross-border traffic by car (2010) 

 

Source: PTV France / PTV Planung Transport Verkehr AG (2012), p. 17 

The map clearly shows that Saarbahn operates along the second most important route 

for cross-border public transport within the Eurodistrict. In addition to the Saarbahn, 

there were seven other cross-border public bus and rail services operating between 

Saarland and Moselle Department in 2020 that focus on these demand potentials8: 

 Moselle Saar bus line (MS), Hombourg-Haut - Saarbrücken9;  

 Moselle Saar bus line MS 2 / KVS 409, Creutzwald – Saarlouis;  

 Bus line Forbus 30, Forbach station - Saarbrücken main station;  

 Moselle Saar bus line (MS3), Sarreguemines - Homburg;  

 Bus line 184, Bous - Völklingen - Carling; 

 Regional train TER L 15 / DB RE 18, Metz - Rémilly - Forbach – Saarbrücken;  

 Regional train TER L 20 / DB RE 19, Strasbourg – Sarreguemines – Saarbrücken.  

These lines mostly focus on other cross-border car traffic corridors and thus do not 

compete with the Saarbahn. The tram-train therefore has a substantial potential market 

(i.e. 7,600 car movements per day in 2010), but the number of passengers using the 

cross-border service daily is low. In 2010, there were still around 410 passengers on a 

working day and 700 on holidays in Germany10. In more recent times, however, the 

volume fell to 310 on a working day11. This makes it clear there are opportunities to 

increase the number of cross-border passengers. 

Nevertheless, the cross-border tram-train has improved cross-border accessibility by 

public transport in the south-eastern part of the Saarbrücken Regional Association and 

the north-eastern part of the Moselle Department (Arrondissement Sarreguemines). 

Comparing Saarbahn to other cross-border public transport services in the Eurodistrict, 

                                                
8 Eurodistrict SaarMoselle (2021); Ministerium für Wirtschaft, Arbeit, Energie und Verkehr des Saarlandes (2021a); ZPS 

(2007); Interreg V-A Programm Großregion (2019), pp. 132, 162, 163 
9 Since 1 January 2018, this new line itinerary replaces the former line MS 1 ‘Saarbrücken – Forbach – St-Avold’. 
10 PTV France / PTV Planung Transport Verkehr AG (2012), pp. 17, 38 
11 Saarbahn (2021a) 
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it is clear that the tram-train is still the best accepted means of cross-border public 

transport12. 

Considering the number of cross-border journeys on the Saarbahn and the very 

substantial amount of cross-border movement by car, the impact on a more sustainable 

pattern of cross-border mobility is not yet significant.  

2.3. Governance 

Regular public passenger transport in Germany is governed by the Federal Act on 

Passenger Transportation (Personenbeförderungsgesetz, PBefG). Since the Federal Act 

on Regionalisation of public transport (Regionalisierungsgesetz, RegG)13 of 1993 and its 

entry into force on 1 January 1996, the organisation of public transport has become a 

the a legislative responsibility of the Federal States. The Federal States also have to 

apply relevant prescriptions from the general EU-legal framework governing domestic 

and cross-border public transport14. 

Organisation of public transport in Saarland 

In the Federal State of Saarland, the State Act on Public Passenger Transport in Saarland 

(Gesetz über den Öffentlichen Personennahverkehr im Saarland, ÖPNVG) defines the 

organisation of public transport and determines the competent public transport 

organising authorities (Aufgabenträger) as well as the authority responsible for service 

approval (see Table 2.2 below)15.  

Table Error! No text of specified style in document..2 Organisation of public 

transport in Saarland 

Basic 

functions 

 

Public authority / 

authorities 

Task description 

Organisation 

of regional 

rail 

passenger 

transport 

Saarland Ministry of 

Economic Affairs, 

Labour, Energy and 

Transport 

 

 

Region-wide planning, design and finance 

transport services on railway lines. This 

includes services on railway lines 

operated with tram vehicles (i.e. 

Saarbahn).  

 

Organisation 

of other road  

passenger 

transport 

(bus and 

trams) 

 

Districts (Kreise), public 

inter-municipal 

cooperation bodies 

(Zweckverbände), 

and individual cities or 

towns (*) 

 

Planning, organising and financing local 

public bus transport services on their 

territory and, where applicable, also 

urban tram services operated outside of 

railway lines (i.e. Saarbahn). 

Cooperation 

among public 

transport 

organising 

authorities 

Special-purpose 

association public 

transport Saarland 

(Zweckverband 

Personennahverkehr 

Saarland ZPS), 

including all public 

All public transport organising authorities 

transferred their responsibility for 

planning, organising and designing state-

wide public transport network to the 

special-purpose association. ZPS thus 

performs the classic tasks of transport 

organising authorities (e.g. drawing up 

                                                
12 PTV France / PTV Planung Transport Verkehr AG (2012), pp. 18 
13 The Federal Act on Regionalisation transferred responsibility for ordering regional public rail passenger transport services 

from the Federal Government to Federal States and responsibility for ordering public passenger transport by road from 
the Federal Government to municipalities. 

14 For example Regulation (EC) No 1370/2007 on public passenger transport services by rail and by road, Directive 

2012/34/EU establishing a single European railway area, Regulation (EC) No 1073/2009 on common rules for access to 
the international market for coach and bus services, Regulation (EU) No 2016/2338 amending Regulation (EC) No 
1370/2007 concerning the opening of the market for domestic passenger transport services by rail, Regulation (EU) No 
181/2011 concerning the rights of passengers in bus and coach transport or Regulation (EC) No 1371/2007 on rail 
passengers’ rights and obligations. 

15 Ministerium für Wirtschaft, Arbeit, Energie und Verkehr des Saarlandes (2021b). 
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transport organising 

authorities of the 

Federal State.  

 

 

local transport plans, preparing and 

carrying out award procedures for 

transport services), but also coordinates 

planning of individual authorities. In 

addition, ZPS is responsible for bus 

services that run on important 

connections in the state where mobility 

cannot be provided by regional passenger 

transport due to the lack of an existing 

railway line or where no regional 

passenger rail transport service can be 

maintained for economic or technical 

reasons. 

 

Approval of 

services and 

lines  

Saarland Ministry of 

Economic Affairs, 

Labour, Energy and 

Transport 

 

Approval of all road passenger transport 

services (buses and trams) throughout 

Saarland and issuing route licences in 

accordance with the Federal Act on 

Passenger Transport and Regulation (EC) 

1073/2009 (cross-border bus services). 

 
 

(*) The districts (Kreis Merzig-Wadern, Kreis Saarlouis, Kreis St. Wendel, Kreis Neunkirchen, Saarpfalz-
Kreis), the special-purpose association on public transport of the Saarbrücken Regional Association 
(Zweckverband Öffentlicher Personennahverkehr auf dem Gebiet des Regionalverbandes Saarbrücken, 
ZPRS), the district-free city of Saarbrücken, the district town Neunkirchen and the medium-sized town 
Völklingen. 
 

Source: Own elaboration, based on information from: Ministerium für Wirtschaft, Arbeit, 

Energie und Verkehr des Saarlandes (2021b) 

On the German side, there is a complex set-up of public responsibilities for organising, 

ordering and financing the Saarbahn: 

 Saarland Ministry of Economy is the transport organising authority responsible 

for the railway line sections of the Saarbahn (i.e. Lebach-Jabach-

Walpershofen/Etzenhofen and Römerkastell-Saargemünd). 

 The city of Saarbrücken and the “Special-purpose association public transport on 

the territory of the Saarbrücken Regional Association” (ZPRS)16 are the transport 

organising authorities responsible for the urban light-rail section of the Saarbahn 

(i.e. Walpershofen/Etzenhofen-Römerkastell). In 2018, however, ZPRS 

transferred its responsibility as transport organising authority for the section 

Heinrichshaus-Etzenhofen to the city of Saarbrücken to remove another hurdle 

for a direct award of the Saarbahn service17. 

On the French side, however, public responsibility has not changed since the Saarbahn 

service was commissioned in 1997, before the regionalisation of French rail passenger 

transport in 2002. The line to Sarreguemines did not fall within the remit of regional 

express train lines (TER) for which the former Lorraine Region (today part of Grand Est 

Region) became the transport organising authority. The transport organising authority 

remains the French State (i.e. the national ministry), as recognised by the State in a 

letter from the regional prefect in 200818. 

Governance of service provision 

Cross-border passenger transport on Saarbahn line S1 is based on a unilateral 

management and service delivery model. This means that all management structures 

are located on the German side and these are in charge of providing the daily cross-

border transportation service to Sarreguemines (see Figure 2.4 below). 

                                                
16 Zweckverband Öffentlicher Personennahverkehr auf dem Gebiet des Regionalverbandes Saarbrücken (ZPRS). 
17 Saarbrücker Zeitung (2018) 
18 Mission Opérationnelle Transfrontalière / Annemasse Agglo (2009), p.28 
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The company Saarbahn Netz GmbH (SB Netz) was founded in 1992 and deals with 

planning, construction and operation of the urban light-rail system. The operation of the 

Saarbahn workshops and rail and bus infrastructure facilities as well as customer 

management and sales tasks also fall within its remit. 

Figure Error! No text of specified style in document..4 Ownership structure of 

Saarbahn 
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Source: Stadtwerke Saarbrücken (no date mentioned) 

The transport company Saarbahn GmbH (SB) was founded in 1996 and is a 100% 

subsidiary of SB Netz. Saarbahn GmbH is the exclusive operator of the tram-train on 

line S1. In addition, the company is also responsible for providing local public transport 

by bus in the agglomeration of Saarbrücken. For the tram-train and bus services, 

Saarbahn GmbH carries out planning as well as the coordination and supervision of other 

contracted bus transport companies.  

Saarbahn Netz GmbH and Saarbahn GmbH both belong to the Saarbrücken Public 

Facilities Group (Saarbrücker Stadtwerke Konzern), which is a 100% subsidiary of the 

city of Saarbrücken. The two companies together employ 552 people (as of July 2020) 

and are the largest transport company in Saarland. 

Cross-border tariff integration and fares19 

Saarbahn line S1 and its cross-border section to Sarreguemines are fully integrated into 

the Saarland Transport Association (Saarländischer Verkehrsverbund, saarVV), which 

was created in 2005. The transport association introduced a common and homogenous 

tariff (saarVV-Tarif) for the entire public transport system in Saarland, so customers can 

use every means of local public transport in the region on their route with a single ticket. 

saarVV is established as an association of companies (Unternehmensverbund) on the 

basis of a company and cooperation agreement. This form of organisation creates a 

clear separation between providers of public transport and the public transport 

organising authorities (Aufgabenträger). The day-to-day operation of saarVV is ensured 

by a service company (Saarländischen Nahverkehrs-Service GmbH, SNS GmbH), whose 

shareholders are all companies providing public transport services within Saarland. In 

the case of Saarbahn, it is the Saarbahn Netz GmbH that holds 30% of the shares of 

SNS GmbH (see Figure 2.4 above). Although the transport companies retain legal and 

economic independence and remain responsible for their own operational organisation 

and service provision, SNS GmbH manages the saarVV-tariff and is an interface with 

customers, individual association members (i.e. transport companies) and public 

transport organising authorities. 

The saarVV-tariff is based on a honeycomb system defining different price levels, with 

the fare calculated on the number of honeycombs a customer travels through. This tariff 

system also includes a specific honeycomb on the French side that covers the city of 

Sarreguemines (i.e. honeycomb number 911). Within that honeycomb, the saarVV-tariff 

is only valid on the rail route to Sarreguemines and exclusively on the Saarbahn.  

For onward journeys from Sarreguemines to nearby destinations on the French side, 

Saarbahn offers special ticket options with different surcharges to the saarVV-tariff (i.e. 

single ticket + € 0.25; weekly ticket + € 2.55; monthly ticket + € 11.25). Furthermore, 

free transport for severely disabled passengers applies on the entire German section of 

Saarbahn line S1 as well as across the border to the final stop at Sarreguemines. 

There is no further cross-border tariff integration with city-level or urban-rural public 

transport services on the French side as there are no organisational requirements for 

this in the Grand Est region (e.g. no comprehensive region-wide transport association 

comparable to saarVV, for instance in the form of a special purpose association)20. 

To address this weakness and test practical solutions to establish a one-ticket-area, a 

project was recently implemented with financial support from the Interreg V-A 

programme Greater Region 2014-2020. The Interreg project Ticketing SarreMoselle 

aimed to enable continuous travel on local public transport with a single ticket, 

regardless of the means of public transport (i.e. train, city bus, regional bus, tram or 

tram-train) or the country of origin. Eurodistrict SaarMoselle served as an experiment 

to increase the attractiveness of cross-border public transport lines and increase the use 

of public transport. The project partner saarVV included three cross-border test-lines in 

                                                
19 Saarbahn (2021d); Saarländischer Verkehrsverbund (2021a); Saarländischer Verkehrsverbund (2021b); Saarländischer 

Verkehrsverbund (2021c); Saarbahn (2019b); Seh-Netz (2021) 
20 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
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the project: the Saarbahn line S1, the bus line 30 Saarbrücken - Forbach and the MS 

bus line Saarbrücken - Hombourg-Haut. The first practical tests were in 2019 and the 

results will be transferred to other cross-border lines in the Greater Region21. 

2.4. Operational provisions 

This section examines operational aspects that are essential for ongoing provision of the 

cross-border service on line S1. This covers legal, technical and financial aspects, but 

also activities such as the maintenance of light-rail or railway infrastructures and rail-

rolling stock, passenger information, ensuring service reliability and service safety. 

Specific legal provisions for service operation 

Since the Saarbahn runs on an urban tramway network and railway lines shared with 

conventional trains, the entire tram-train is operated under two distinct German legal 

frameworks. The core light-rail segments in Saarbrücken and Riegelsberg operate under 

the law regulation governing tramway, metro and light rail operations (Verordnung über 

den Bau und Betrieb der Straßenbahnen, BOStrab), while the railway segments Lebach–

Walpertshofen to the North and Saarbrücken–Sarreguemines to the South are both 

operated under the law regulation for railways (Eisenbahn-Bau- und Betriebsordnung, 

EBO)22. The legal document allowing the operation of the Saarbahn is a German safety 

certificate23. 

On the short French railway section, the Saarbahn operates according to French 

technical supervision and under the safety responsibility of the French National Railway 

Company (Société nationale des chemins de fer français, SNCF)24. The French public 

organisation delivering a safety certificate is the Railway Safety Authority 

(Établissement public de sécurité ferroviaire, EPSF).  

Technical conditions for service operation  

Saarbahn was the prelude to a completely new rail transport system because it 

combined for the first time the dual-system technology of 750 volts Direct Current (DC) 

and 15,000 volts 16.7 Hertz Alternating Current (AC) with modern low floor 

technology25. On the Saarland section of line S1, two-system trains operate on urban 

light rail tracks with 750 volts DC and use non-urban rail tracks of the German Federal 

Railway (Deutsche Bahn, DB) with 15 kilovolts 16.7 Hertz AC. Transition to different 

voltage systems occurs on a system separation point: this is a 90 metre long non-

electrified track, where the vehicle uses momentum and automatically switches to the 

other system.  

On the 1,045 metre long French section from the border station Hanweiler to the final 

destination at Sarreguemines railway station, Saarbahn travels on a specific track not 

used by SNCF railway passenger transport services. This track was equipped with the 

German power system (i.e. German catenary supply system) already in 1983, so 

Saarbahn tram-trains can go to platform 1 of Sarreguemines railway station without 

changing voltage26. 

Line operation and financing  

Saarbahn GmbH has a monopoly on operation of the tram-train for line S1, although 

French regional express trains (TER) and German regional trains (DB Regio) also run on 

the conventional railway line from Brebach to Sarreguemines.  

For the service on the German side, Saarbahn was selected by competitive tender. For 

the cross-border service extension on the short distance to Sarreguemines, however, 

the French Government - as transport organising authority - did not select Saarbahn on 

                                                
21 Interreg V-A Programm Großregion (2018); Saarländische Nahverkehrs-Service GmbH (2021) 
22 Wikipedia (2021a, English version) 
23 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
24 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
25 The Karlsruhe tram-train is older, but without low floor technology. 
26 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH; Wikipedia (2021c); Wikipedia (2021a, German version) 
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ground of a competitive tender27. This would not have made sense from a commercial 

point of view, given the specific technical requirements other operators would have to 

meet28 and the limited passenger volume on that short line segment. Based on the 

French government’s responsibility for that railway line section (see Section 2.3 above), 

the French National Railway Company passenger transport company (SNCF Voyageurs) 

allows Saarbahn GmbH to operate the tram-train as far as Sarreguemines. 

Within Saarland, Saarbahn is operated as a public service obligation. The public 

transport organising authorities ordering the service of the Saarbahn (i.e. city of 

Saarbrücken, Saarbrücken Regional Association, Federal State of Saarland) assume 

their respective shares of financing Saarbahn.  

On the French side, Saarbahn GmbH operates the tram-train passenger transport 

service to Sarreguemines on its own account and without public subsidies 

(eigenwirtschaftlicher Betrieb). However, the revenues from ticket sales only partially 

cover the cross-border operating costs29. The current deficit on that section is around 

EUR 300,000 per year, with this deficit also showing a further increase30. The ongoing 

and rising costs are mainly due to charges Saarbahn GmbH has to pay to use the French 

rail network infrastructure (i.e. track access charges, charges for the use of other railway 

facilities, railway station fees). The contractual arrangement and procedure for payment 

was laid down in a commercial protocol concluded in 1997 (see Box 1 below).  

Payment of charges for Saarbahn’s use of French rail network infrastructure 

The conditions for line operation and especially the use of French rail network 

infrastructure were laid down in a bilateral commercial protocol signed in March 1997 

between Saarbahn GmbH and SNCF. On ground of this bilateral protocol, subsequent 

financial agreements specified the type and amount of charges to be paid by 

Saarbahn GmbH. From the start of operations in 1997, Saarbahn GmbH paid Réseau 

ferré de France (RFF) for railway track access. Since 2003/2004, it also had to pay 

railway station fees (droits d’arrêts en gare, DRAG) for the stops at Sarreguemines. 

For more than a decade after the cross-border service started, conditions in the 

subsequent financial agreements between SNCF and Saarbahn hardly changed. In 

the meantime, however, the entire French railway system had undergone a 

substantial evolution that was not considered in the original contract of 1997. 

Important changes were the regionalisation of French railways (2002), the 

establishment of SNCF Gares & Connexions as an autonomous entity within SNCF 

(2009), changes in rail infrastructure pricing (in 2002, 2004) and the introduction of 

flat-rate taxation for rail vehicles operating on the French railway network in 2010. 

These led to raising charges for Saarbahn GmbH. 

Source: Burlando / Guihéry (2004); Sénat (2014b); Mission Opérationnelle 

Transfrontalière / Annemasse Agglo (2009), pp.28-30 

Taking into account structural changes within the SNCF group31, the accounting and 

settlement procedure agreed in 1997 can be described as follows:   

 The SNCF passenger transport company (formerly SNCF Mobilités, now SNCF 

Voyageurs)32 first pays invoices received from the SNCF company owning the 

railway network (i.e. formerly Réseau ferré de France, now SNCF Réseau)33 for 

Saarbahn's use of the national rail network as well as invoices from the company 

                                                
27 Mission Opérationnelle Transfrontalière / Annemasse Agglo (2009), p.29 
28 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
29 PTV France / PTV Planung Transport Verkehr AG (2012), pp. 63, 64 
30 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
31 SNCF (2021) 
32 Between 1 January 2015 and 31 December 2019, SNCF Mobilités was one of three public industrial and commercial 

establishments (EPIC) making up SNCF. SNCF Mobilités was in charge of passenger and freight trains. On 1 January 
2020, the scope of SNCF Mobilités was redefined and passenger transport activities became SNCF Voyageurs. 

33 Réseau ferré de France (RFF) was formed in 1997 with the rail assets of SNCF and owned / maintained the French 

national railway network until 2014. Due to EU Directive 91/440, the French Government was required to separate train 
operations from railway infrastructure. On 1 January 2015, RFF became ‘SNCF Réseau’, while the operational assets of 
SNCF became SNCF Mobilités. Both groups are now under the control of SNCF Group. 
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running railway stations (SNCF Gares & Connexions34) for Saarbahn's stops at 

Sarreguemines railway station.  

 Subsequently, the total cost for the use of rail network infrastructure and related 

services is claimed by SNCF Mobilités (until 2019) / SNCF Voyageurs (since 2020) 

from Saarbahn GmbH. 

The rising charges to use French rail network infrastructure is not only a considerable 

burden for Saarbahn GmbH affecting economic operations of the service, but since 2013 

have until today repeatedly jeopardised cross-border operation of the Saarbahn (see 

Section 3.1 below). 

Maintenance of railway infrastructure and rolling stock 

Three companies are responsible for managing, developing and maintaining the 44 km 

long railway infrastructure on which the Saarbahn operates. Saarbahn Netz GmbH is in 

charge of the urban light rail track system in the central part of Saarbahn line S1 as well 

as for the EBO railway line section from Walpershofen-Etzenhof to Lebach Süd. For the 

other northern and southern non-urban rail tracks, the national companies owning 

railway infrastructure in Germany (DB Netz AG) and France (SNCF Réseau) are in 

charge. 

Most maintenance and repair work for Saarbahn’s rolling stock is carried out in two own 

workshops (Saarbahn Werkstätten)35, one for buses and one for the tram-trains. The 

modern tram-train workshop in Brebach became operational in September 2012 after a 

long planning phase and 38 months of construction work. Alongside the Saarbahn line 

extension, this workshop was the largest infrastructure project that Saarbahn Netz 

GmbH had undertaken in years. The workshop ensures that the 28 Saarbahn trains and 

vehicles are serviced, maintained, repaired, cleaned, brought up to the latest state of 

the art and parked in one place. 

Ongoing operation monitoring and safety of driving operations 

Service reliability and safety are important for Saarbahn, both for bus operations within 

Saarland and for the (cross-border) tram-train operations.  

In the Saarbahn operations control centre (Saarbahn-Betriebssteuerzentrale) at 

Brebach, employees monitor bus and tram-train movements on hundreds of kilometres 

of routes in real time on 20 screens. The operations control centre also manages 

disruptions so the entire Saarbahn fleet is on schedule36. On the railway line sections 

owned by DB Netz AG, Saarbahn operations are controlled by DB Netz dispatchers. For 

the short French railway section, Saarbahn operations are monitored by the competent 

national authorities in France37. 

At the in-house driving school (Saarbahn-Fahrschule), Saarbahn trains professional bus 

and tram-train drivers. In addition to the practical part, training includes theoretical 

aspects such as vehicle knowledge and operating regulations38. The training of drivers 

who operate Saarbahn tram-trains on the cross-border section includes the study of 

provision governing operations on the French side with exams under the auspices of 

SNCF personnel. The test requirements used to be much higher than in Germany. This 

has changed with the acquisition of a French safety certificate, as requirements are now 

at the same level in both countries39. 

Intensity of service provision40  

                                                
34 Since 1st of January 2020, SNCF Gares & Connexions is a public limited company and a subsidiary of SNCF Réseau. 

SNCF Gares & Connexions is responsible for running, designing, marketing and managing railway stations on the 
French national rail network. 

35 Saarbahn (2021b) 
36 Saarbahn (no date mentioned (a)); Saarbahn (no date mentioned (b)); 
37 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
38 Saarbahn (no date mentioned (a))  
39 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
40 Wikipedia (2021a) 
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Saarbahn line S1 runs every 7.5 minutes during the day in the core area around the city 

of Saarbrücken. Originally, a five-minute service was planned for the inner city area, 

but this was discarded as it would lead to operational problems.  

On sections in the south (Brebach-Kleinblittersdorf) and north (Heusweiler Markt-

Siedlerheim), it is every 15 minutes and in more distant sections Kleinblittersdorf-

Sarreguemines and Heusweiler Markt-Lebach, the service is every 30 minutes or 60 

minutes (in the morning). The northern terminus Lebach-Jabach is only served in the 

morning and at lunchtime.  

In the late hours, the service in the city centre is every 15 minutes, with 30-minute 

intervals to Kleinblittersdorf and Heusweiler Markt and 60-minute intervals to Lebach 

and Sarreguemines. In the mornings, as well as in rush hour or for school traffic and in 

the afternoon peak, there are double units, otherwise they are single. 

Passenger information 

Saarbahn has established a service centre (Saarbahn Service Centre, SSC), where users 

can receive up-to-date information about the mobility services offered by Saarbahn 

GmbH and the Saarland Transport Association (saarVV). This includes timetable and 

tariff information, detailed advice on season ticket offers and ticket sales41. 

Downloadable factsheets on individual cross-border lines to France operated by 

Saarbahn GmbH (i.e. tram-train, bus) are in a bi-lingual format. 

Intermodal integration 

On the Saarland side, the tram-train is well-coordinated with connecting bus lines 

operated by Saarbahn itself or other transport companies that are members of saarVV. 

Only with trains of the German Federal Railways, there is no conscious coordination for 

connections (e.g. at Saarbrücken main station)42. 

On the French side, the coordination of feeder services to Saarbahn can still be 

improved. Especially the CABUS city buses43 in Sarreguemines could be routed directly 

to the city’s railway station to ensure better connections. Also coordination with regional 

express train connections (TER) from/to Strasbourg could be improved. 

3. Obstacles and solutions  

The biggest obstacle to the cross-border operation of the Saarbahn tram-train is the 

continuous and unpredictable increase of annual charges to use French rail network 

infrastructure. This has been the subject of bilateral discussions for many years, but a 

stable long-term solution has not yet been found.   

Table Error! No text of specified style in document..3 Overview of obstacles  

Obstacle Impact on 

service 

delivery 

Impact on the 

cross-border 

region 

Solution 

introduced / 
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Level of 

success of the 

solution 

 

Infrastructure 

fees 

 

High 

 

High 

 

Bilateral ad-

hoc 

agreements 

 

 

Unstable to 

negative 

 

                                                
41 Saarbahn (2021c) 
42 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
43 The inter-municipal community Sarreguemines Confluences (Communauté d'Agglomération Sarreguemines 

Confluences) finances investments required for the proper operation of urban and peri-urban transport, operates its own 
urban bus lines (only serving the town of Sarreguemines) and sells tickets. CABUS lines thus complete the existing offer 
for the unified regional public transport network of the Grand Est region (Fluo Grand Est), created in 2019. 
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3.1. High charges to use French rail network 
infrastructure 

3.1.1. Impact of the obstacle 

For more than twenty years, the Saarbahn tram-train has run between Saarbrücken and 

Sarreguemines using a little more than 1 kilometre of French railway line. The charges 

for using this infrastructure have risen steadily and unpredictably since 2012. This 

reduces the economic viability of the Saarbahn cross-border passenger transport service 

to Sarreguemines and repeatedly provokes a threat of service closure. This happened 

again at the beginning of 2021. 

Already in 2013, the Saarbahn cross-border service was threatened with closure44:  

 The main reason was the increase in charges due to new French legislation. In 

2010, new flat-rate taxation for rail vehicles operating on the French railway 

network was introduced. Since the French legislator targeted mostly international 

train services with low frequency but a higher number of passengers, the new 

tax did not consider the opposite situation of the Saarbahn (i.e. short distance 

service, low cross-border passenger volume). Another factor was a general 

change in French regulations to implement Decree 2012-70 of 20 January 2012 

on railway stations and other service infrastructure in the rail network (i.e. the 

‘stations decree’), which also involved increased charges.  

 Saarbahn GmbH in 2013 paid SNCF around EUR 42,000, while the infrastructure 

costs of the tram-train operation and also paid by SNCF were around EUR 

145,000. Due to this, and retroactively from 1 January 2012, Saarbahn GmbH 

was expected to pay an additional EUR 92,000 per year. However, a measure by 

the French Minister of Transport (as transport organising authority) resulted in 

SNCF having to take over these fees for 2012 and 2013. Moreover, SNCF Gares 

& Connexions was instructed to find a fee arrangement for 2014 onwards that 

would be acceptable for Saarbahn. 

 By mid-October 2013, however, Saarbahn GmbH was informed there would be 

no specific arrangement on charges for 2014 onwards. On the contrary, the 

additional charges would increase from the previously claimed EUR 92,000 (for 

2012) to around EUR 191,000 per year after 2013. The future cost for railway 

infrastructure to be paid in 2014 by Saarbahn GmbH would therefore have 

increased to around EUR 233,000.  

Bearing in mind these developments, Saarbahn GmbH considered it economically 

impossible to maintain the cross-border service to Sarreguemines from 201445. Only 

thanks to high-level political support from both sides of the border was it possible to 

agree on a new Franco-German financial arrangement with representatives of SNCF on 

15 January 2014. This secured the cross-border operation of Saarbahn until the end of 

2016 by dividing total costs (i.e. EUR 233,000): Saarbahn GmbH would pay an 

additional EUR 32,000 per year on top of the previous annual charges of EUR 42,000, 

while SNCF would pay EUR 99,000 and the French state another EUR 60,00046. 

In December 2017, another agreement on charges for rail network infrastructure use 

was signed between SNCF and Saarbahn GmbH. This allowed for a contract extension 

under the same conditions, with an annual adjustment based on inflation. The new 

agreement secured Saarbahn’s cross-border service to Sarreguemines until 2019. After 

the 2017 financial agreement, Saarbahn paid EUR 92,000 for railway track access and 

station use in 201847.  

                                                
44 Sénat (2014b); Saarbahn (2014); Bundesministerium des Innern / EURO-Institut Kehl-Strasbourg (2014), p.53 
45 Saarbahn (2014); Sénat (2014b) 
46 Saarbahn (2014) 
47 Saarländischer Verkehrsverbund (2017); Cityradio Saarland (2021) 
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At the end of 2020, however, track access charges again increased throughout France 

with retroactive effect for 2019 and 2020. These increases were published by SNCF 

Réseau at an early stage but were not reported by SNCF Voyageurs to Saarbahn 

GmbH48. Following this, SNCF announced to Saarbahn GmbH at the beginning of 2021 

that the amount to be paid retroactively for 2019 would be around EUR 168,000. This 

huge increase, almost a doubling of charges compared to 2018, was made without prior 

information49.  

The new claims are thus once again calling into question the economic viability and 

continuation of Saarbahn’s cross-border passenger transport in 2021. 

3.1.2. Possible solutions  

This problem shows that short-term financial agreements between SNCF and Saarbahn 

GmbH do not provide a real solution for operating a reliable and economically viable 

cross-border tram-train service. 

Similar to previous occasions, the two mayors of Saarbrücken and Sarreguemines are 

vehemently campaigning in 2021 for preservation of the cross-border service of the 

Saarbahn tram-train. Their joint appeal is directed at their national governments to 

conclude an inter-state agreement with a common position on de-bureaucratisation. The 

aim of such an inter-state agreement should be to permanently and mutually recognise 

each country's requirements in a narrow zone along the border and thus guarantee 

stable, borderless local passenger transport50. 

The Interregional Parliamentary Council (Interregionaler Parlamentarierrat, IPR)51 of the 

Greater Region has also clearly demanded in a joint resolution to finally establish a 

reliable and long-term solution for the Saarbahn cross-border service52. IPR highlights 

a number of possibilities for remedying such difficulties in cross-border mobility, 

including options arising from the Aachen Treaty on Franco-German Cooperation and 

Integration signed by Germany and France on 22 January 201953. The resolution 

requests that the new President of the IPR should: 

 together with the Saarland partners (Saarbahn GmbH, the city Saarbrücken, the 

state government) and SNCF, hold talks to withdraw the price increase until 

further notice; 

 together with the city of Sarreguemines and the Saarland partners, possibly also 

in coordination with the Eurodistrict SaarMoselle, initiate measures to secure 

Saarbahn transport between Saarbrücken and Sarreguemines in the long term. 

For Saarbahn GmbH, however, a stable and effective solution can be expected only by 

the end of 2024. For this the new role of the Grand Est region as transport organising 

authority must be further explored and taken into account as part of a solution54.  

During this period, one possible solution could be based on the Aachen Treaty (see first 

box below). Another solution, already proposed by the answer of the French Ministry 

Transport to a written question on the Saarbahn submitted in 2014 by a member of the 

French Senate, is the use of article L. 2121-4 of the French Code of Transport (Code de 

transport)55. In the most recent version of 3 June 2019 (see second box below), it 

explicitly foresees the establishment of a European Grouping of Territorial Cooperation 

                                                
48 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH  
49 Cityradio Saarland (2021); Saarnews (2021) 
50 Saarnews (2021) 
51 The Interregional Parliamentary Council is the consultative parliamentary assembly of the Greater Region, with elected 

representatives from the parliaments of Saarland and Rhineland-Palatinate in Germany, Grand Est (Lorraine) in France, 
the Grand Duchy of Luxembourg, and in Belgium, Wallonia, the Federation Wallonia-Brussels and the German-
speaking Community of Belgium. The members of the Council meet twice a year to discuss cross-border cooperation 
and to adopt recommendations, which are subsequently forwarded to the Summit of the Greater Region Executives (i.e. 
Prime ministers, minister presidents, regional presidents, etc.). 

52 Interregionaler Parlamentarierrat der Großregion (2021); Saarländischer Rundfunk (2021) 
53 Vertrag von Aachen (2019) 
54 Interview with Saarbahn GmbH 
55 Sénat (2014a); Sénat (2014b) 
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(EGTC), whose purpose could be to organise the Saarbahn cross-border tram-train 

passenger service. 

Provisions of the 2019 Aachen Treaty on the elimination of obstacles for 

cross-border cooperation and cooperation on cross-border mobility 

(translation by service provider) 

Article 13 (1): Both States (...) intend to facilitate the removal of obstacles in border 

regions in order to implement cross-border projects and to facilitate the daily lives of 

people living in border regions. 

Article 13 (2): To this end, both States, while respecting the respective constitutional 

rules of the two States and within the framework of European Union law, shall provide 

local authorities of border regions, as well as cross-border entities such as 

Eurodistricts, with adequate competences, dedicated resources and accelerated 

procedures to overcome obstacles to the implementation of cross-border projects, in 

particular in the economic, social, environmental, health, energy and transport fields. 

If no other instrument enables them to overcome such obstacles, adapted laws, 

regulations and administrative provisions, including derogations, may also be 

provided for. In this case, it shall be for both States to introduce relevant legislation. 

Article 16: Both States will facilitate cross-border mobility by (...) cooperating closely 

in the field of innovative, sustainable and accessible mobility with a view to developing 

common approaches or standards between the two States. 

Original text can be found at: Vertrag von Aachen (2019) 

 

Provisions of article L. 2121-4 of the French Code of Transport, as of 2019 

(translation by service provider): 

The region may conclude an agreement with a transport organising authority in an 

adjacent region of a neighbouring State for the organisation of cross-border regional 

rail passenger services, in accordance with the conditions set out in the General Code 

of Territorial Authorities and the treaties in force. In the absence of a transport 

organising authority in an adjacent region of a neighbouring State, the region may 

ask SNCF Voyageurs(*) to conclude an agreement with the competent transport 

company of the neighbouring State for the organisation of such services. 

The region may join a European grouping of territorial cooperation whose purpose is, 

in particular, to organise cross-border regional rail passenger services, under the 

conditions set out in the General Code of Territorial Authorities and the treaties in 

force. 

Notwithstanding the first paragraph of Article L. 2121-4, an agreement between a 

European grouping of territorial cooperation and SNCF Voyageurs sets out the 

conditions for the operation and financing of cross-border regional rail passenger 

services organised by the grouping for the part carried out on national territory. 

(*) Formerly SNCF Mobilités 

Original text can be found at: 

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/codes/article_lc/LEGIARTI000029336432/ 

 

  

https://www.legifrance.gouv.fr/codes/article_lc/LEGIARTI000029336432/
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4. Conclusions and lessons learnt 

The Saarbahn tram-train operating on line S1 between Saarbrücken and Sarreguemines 

is a good example of the unilateral extension of a domestic public transport service 

across a national border. The governance model for the cross-border service is simple, 

although there have been problems (see below). In addition, the cross-border tram-

train is fully integrated into the Saarland-wide tariff system, which has also been 

expanded across the border to include the French terminus of Saarbahn line S1. 

For French users, Saarbahn provides a fine-meshed and attractive direct connection to 

an important neighbouring urban agglomeration (Saarbrücken). They can take the 

tram-train to commute to work and education, but also for cross-border shopping and 

leisure. For German users, however, the latter two motives tend to be more important 

for a cross-border ride to Sarreguemines.  

Although potentially alleviating intense cross-border travel by car, the Saarbahn cross-

border service has not yet tapped its full potential as it still has limited daily passenger 

volume. However, practical solutions to increase the attractiveness of cross-border 

public transport are being explored via the Interreg project Ticketing SaarMoselle. This 

includes the cross-border section of Saarbahn line S1 for testing a single cross-border 

ticket. 

Nevertheless, the biggest and unsolved problem for economically self-sustained 

operation of the cross-border Saarbahn service is the increasing costs for the use of 

French railway infrastructure. The short-term financial agreements concluded between 

Saarbahn GmbH and SNCF have not proved to be a successful and lasting solution. This 

is mainly due to fees and charges determined by more-wide ranging developments 

which neither party can influence (i.e. national legislation and regulations; structural 

changes in the French railway sector). 

This problem has already led several times to questioning the continuation of the cross-

border service, most recently at the beginning of 2021. All stakeholders and especially 

the political forces at many levels seem to have realised that a permanent solution for 

cross-border operation of the Saarbahn is needed. There are several options, but they 

must be implemented promptly in the interest of a continuing cross-border service. 
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