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Introduction of a 

standardised carbon footprint methodology 
 

DG Move Consultation - ACEA reply1  

 

1. ACEA notes that initiative 29 of the 2011 White Paper on Transport Policy identifies “Carbon 

footprint calculators”, and in particular wants to “encourage business-based GHG certification 

schemes and develop common EU standards in order to estimate the carbon footprint of each 

passenger and freight journey with versions adapted to different users such as companies and 

individuals. This will allow better choices and easier marketing of cleaner transport solutions”. 

 

2. At company or individual level, the efficiency of transport can be measured in many different 

ways, using a range of utilisation and productivity measures. Attempts to measure the efficiency 

of transport at a macro (or national) level are frustrated, however, by a lack of official data and 

concern about the consistency of some of the statistics that are available. Using government data 

it is only possible to assess the efficiency of road transport. No general statistics are compiled on 

the efficiency of rail transport (both passenger and freight) or water-borne transport. This is a 

serious anomaly given the current modal shift approach that EU institutions have adopted. 

 

3. In the absence of data on load factors/occupancy rates and energy efficiency on the rail and 

waterway systems, it is not possible to compare the environmental performance of the different 

modes on a consistent basis. For freight, some of the available data on the utilisation of 

intermodal road-rail freight services, however, suggest that rail capacity could be much more 

effectively used. The greater statistical transparency of the road sector, in particular on freight, 

places it at a relative disadvantage in public political debates over vehicle loading/occupancy 

rates as capacity utilisation/occupancy rates on competing modes is not subject to the same 

degree of scrutiny. 

 

4. ACEA notes that, in order to devise and refine decarbonisation strategies, policy-makers need to 

estimate GHG emissions for specific transport modes, vehicle types and, in the case of freight, 

type of logistics sectors. But accurate estimates of the average carbon intensity of the various 

modes are required to measure the carbon benefits of shifting from one mode to another. 

 

                                                            
1  based on the report by Alan McKinnon: European Freight Transport Statistics: Limitations, Misinterpretations and 

Aspirations, 2010: http://www.acea.be/uploads/publications/SAG_15_European_Freight_Transport_Statistics.pdf 

 

http://www.acea.be/uploads/publications/SAG_15_European_Freight_Transport_Statistics.pdf
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5. Numerous estimates exist in publication and online databases and are often adopted uncritically 

in modal split studies. However, researchers and policy-makers must take into account, when 

using these figures: 

 

(a) both for passenger and freight transport, modal CO2 intensity values are highly sensitive to 

the utilisation of the vehicle capacity. As McKinnon and Piecyk (2010, p.12) rightly point out 

“there has been evidence in the past of modal biases in the assumptions made about vehicle 

loading, with emission factors for some modes based on full loading and for others only on 

average load. It is important that the organisations compiling emission factor data sets make 

assumptions about vehicle utilisation explicit”. The same comment applies to passenger 

transport occupancy rates assumptions. 

 
(b) in freight transport, modal CO2 intensity is generally measured with respect to weight 

rather than volume. The standard carbon intensity metric is gCO2/tonne-Km. This weight 

based definition of CO2 intensity tends to favour modes and carriers carrying more dense 

products. Other things being equal, the denser the product, the lower will tend to be the 

carbon intensity value. As the rail and waterway networks cater mainly for heavier, primary 

products, this commodity mix tends to depress their average CO2 emissions per tonne-km. 

A coal train operating over the same distance is likely to have a tonne-kilometer weighting 

around four or five times that of a premium logistics service. There is a danger that available 

statistical data they may not be the most appropriate. 

 

(c) both for passenger and freight transport, choice of system boundary for the modal 

comparison of CO2 intensity. Almost all the published carbon intensity values relate solely 

to emissions from the operation of the vehicle. However, this is only the first of a series of 

system boundaries that can be drawn around the modal CO2 calculation. The boundary can 

be extended to include GHG emissions from the related energy supply chain, from the 

maintenance of vehicles and infrastructure. For instance, recent research in Sweden and the 

US on the carbon footprint of infrastructure construction and maintenance has suggested 

that enclosing these activities within the system boundary erodes some of the 

environmental advantage that rail transport commands in some cases at the operational 

level2. 

 
(d) the relative CO2 intensity of modes varies from country to country. These variations are 

most pronounced in the case of rail operations, reflecting manly international differences in 

the proportions of electrified services and the nature of the energy mix.  

 

6. There are still major gaps and inconsistencies, many of them relating to the utilisation of vehicle 

capacity/occupancy rate of vehicle. To review progress towards decarbonisation it will be 

necessary to improve statistical reporting of the related metrics. In the attached table, which 

                                                            

2 High-Speed Rail efficiency for passenger transport: Efficient Solutions for passenger transport, by Ginés de Rus 

and Per Kageson: http://www.acea.be/uploads/publications/SAG_19.pdf 

http://www.acea.be/uploads/publications/SAG_19.pdf
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refers to freight transport, there is a list of the indices associated with each of the required 

parameters and classifies them in terms of the current availability of relevant data at macro-level. 

At present very few EU countries come close to collecting and publishing the data that will be 

required to develop, manage and monitor a comprehensive decarbonisation programme. No 

general statistics are compiled on the efficiency of rail transport (both passenger and freight) or 

water-bone transport. This is a serious anomaly given the current modal shift approach that EU 

institutions have adopted. In the absence of data on load factors/occupancy rates and energy 

efficiency on the rail freight and waterway systems, it is not possible to compare the 

environmental performance of the different modes on a consistent basis.  

 

 
Source: Alan McKinnon: European Freight Transport Statistics: Limitations, Misinterpretations and Aspirations, 2010 

http://www.acea.be/uploads/publications/SAG_15_European_Freight_Transport_Statistics.pdf 

 
 

7. Accurate transport statistics are urgently needed. The White Paper has indeed failed to address 
one of the major problems faced by transport policy: the statistics on transport. The current way 
of measuring transport in the EU poses serious methodology concerns and is far from satisfactory. 
The statistics available from official sources present only a partial view and can give a misleading 
perception of the efficiency of the various modes of transport: the measurement of outputs and 
efficiency on a consistent basis across modes is essential. 
 

8. Freight transport is traditionally measured in the EU in terms of tonne-kms (freight moved) and 
tonnes-lifted (weight loaded onto vehicles at the start of a journey). Measuring freight output 
solely by these weight-based measures does not reflect the value of the goods being transported 
and hence the true economic contribution of the transport operation. Simple mode share 
proportions may then misrepresent the contribution of different modes to the overall value-
added in the economy. 

 

9. Measuring freight output by weight does not take account of volume. Nor does it allow for the 
fact that in many sectors the average density of freight is declining. Light items can be very bulky 
causing vehicles to ‘cube out’ before they ‘weigh out’. Weight-based utilisation measures can 
then give the impression that vehicles are under-loaded when, in fact, their deck-area or cubic 
capacity is fully used.  The result is that in national and European statistics average truck 
utilisation appears to be lower than it actually is. 

http://www.acea.be/uploads/publications/SAG_15_European_Freight_Transport_Statistics.pdf
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10. Another area of concern is the definition of load on different modes as showed in these drawings. 
In the road freight sector it is almost invariably the net payload weight which is measured. Rail 
freight statistics, on the other hand, sometimes quote gross tonne-kms including the weight of 
the rolling stock or intermodal unit. Ferry operators also report the gross weight of the truck in 
their statistical returns. These practices clearly result in inconsistencies in the measurement of 
freight traffic carried by different modes. There is a need for greater harmonisation in the 
collection and reporting of freight statistics.  

 

Road      Load ? 

 

 

 

 

 

Train intermodal     Ferry 

 

 

 

 

 

11. ACEA believes that transport CO2 footprint calculators allowing an accurate comparison of 

transport modes efficiency would benefit transport in general and road transport in particular.  

ACEA however notes that transport CO2 footprint calculators are currently proliferating and they 

are based on average emission factors, not calculating actual door to door emissions and in most 

cases based on inconsistent transport statistics. The result is that they do not necessarily provide 

an accurate view of CO2 emissions. The risk of putting forward this kind of figures is that the 

simplified data they present give a negative perception of road transport, and that policy makers 

implement policies on the basis of wrong information provided by such calculators. 

 

12. In the present context, at this stage of development of accuracy of such tools and in view of the 

unlikely possibility that accurate tools can be developed in the next future, ACEA does not support 

CO2 footprint calculators. Their contribution to GHG emissions’ reduction is far from being 

guaranteed. 

 

* * * 


