High Speed Rail in Benelux Countries
There has been a train service connecting the Dutch and Belgian capital cities since the 1950s. It has been called the Benelux train and it also served Antwerp, Rosendaal, Rotterdam, and Den Haag running at hourly intervals.

It was decided that a high speed service should be run between Amsterdam and Brussels and this new line was expected to become operational in April 2007. The company running the trains would be a joint venture between the Dutch and Belgian train operating companies. The high speed line was completed in 2007 but left unused for two years. 19 V250 train sets had been ordered in 2004, but these had not yet been built. In March 2009, the Dutch transport minister put together a rescue package for High Speed Alliance which was apparently teetering on the edge of bankruptcy as a result of delays in opening the high speed line. Access charges of €148m per year became payable from July 2009. 

The new service was given the name Fyra in summer 2009 and services were eventually started on the high speed line on 7th September 2009. However as the V250 trains were still not ready, 14 Bombardier electric locomotives with a top speed of 160 kph hauled ordinary coaches. In other words refurbished classic trains were being run on high speed lines. Ticket prices carried a significant premium (60% Amsterdam – Rotterdam) and services were slowed on classic rail in an apparent attempt to “encourage” travellers to switch to the new service. 
However while this service shortened journey times, it was not as fast as the major long distance rail services available in the UK and some passengers found the service unreliable. Very few passengers used the service mainly it appears due to its premium ticket price. Reported load factors have varied between 7% and 15%. In 2011 the High Speed Alliance was again in financial difficulties this time due to low patronage and the government provided a £250 million rescue package. Further questions were being asked about the financial well being of this line in the Dutch parliament in June 2012.
On 9th December 2012, the V250 (250 kph) trains were brought into service five years late. At the same time ticket prices were increased substantially. A day return from Rotterdam to Antwerp increased by 180%. A flexible day return from Amsterdam to Brussels increased by 108%. At the same time the number of stations served was reduced; Rosendaal and Den Haag (the political capital of the Netherlands) were no longer included. The council of the latter city is not happy. Seats now needed to be booked in advance whereas it was previously possible to turn up and catch a train. Initially trains are being run every two hours rather than every hour. The previous Benelux train has been discontinued.
The new trains got off to a bad start. About 45% were running late and about 5% were cancelled. Faults reported include communication failure between train and track (needed for ETCS), faulty electronics in the trains, doors not working properly, poor ride and infrastructure problems. Patronage has fallen further which is hardly surprising when ticket prices have increased by over 200% in three years. Previously there were 8000 daily passengers crossing the Dutch/Belgian border using Fyra, but this has now fallen to 3500. To encourage demand, Fyra have been temporarily offering advance bookings to be made 1 day ahead rather than 7, and a jump-on fare which is about 50% more expensive than the advance booking ticket price.

When the new trains had been running for little over one month, bad weather affected their operation. On three trains there was a build up of snow, which turned to ice, fell off and damaged the undercarriage. On January 17th 2013 the Belgian safety inspectors insisted that these Fyra trains should be withdrawn from service immediately. There is currently no clear picture as to when (or if) the Fyra service will resume.
Some might question the need for the Dutch/Belgians to provide a high speed service between Brussels and Amsterdam. Thalys has been providing a high speed train service between Paris, Brussels and Amsterdam since June 1996. Its destinations also include Essen and Ostend and it has stops at Antwerp, Rotterdam and Schipol airport. Its trains have a maximum speed of 300 kph and its service is well established. Initially its maximum speed could only be used in France but its speeds in Belgium and Netherlands increased as high speed lines were opened. 
In the few weeks the new trains were running patronage was low because:
· Tickets have trebled in price in three years

· Fewer stations are now served

· Ticket flexibility that used to exist now comes at an additional charge

· Reliability has been appalling

· Train frequency has been reduced

Opposition MPs in the Dutch government are now calling for a public inquiry into the problems surrounding the Fyra trains. Having already spent more than £7 billion of taxpayers’ money, perhaps they should be questioning the wisdom of their investment. For a country the size of the Netherlands, the time savings provided by high speed rail have been small and the price supplements too high. 
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