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Building collaboration capacity for Horizon Europe

Creating products that address 
the rail supply industry’s needs

UNIFE is the European association representing the
European rail supply industry. As a membership
organisation, they host more than 100 companies,
both larger companies and SMEs.

UNIFE represents the interests of their members and
informs them about collaboration opportunities.
Together with their members and the rail sector
(including universities) they support the ERRAC
platform (www.errac.org) with the definition of R&I
priorities in the sector, which ERRAC then propose to
the European Commission.

UNIFE is involved in many railway projects, mainly
the Shift2Rail projects, which is a public-private
partnership. UNIFE has been involved in most
framework programs (FP6, FP7, Horizon2020).

As part of EU-funded projects, UNIFE works with
universities, larger rail companies, and rail SMEs.
Over time UNIFE has built up their network, mostly
consisting of research centres and universities. Given
their project experience, they know which academic
partners have an interest in rail activities and they
engage UNIFE members in the projects.

Through the European Technology Platform for rail
research (ERRAC), UNIFE is notably aware of who is
interested in which topics from the academic side.

Anticipating the creation of the European Single
Market in 1993, the rail sector recognised the urgent
need to engage in transport-related discussions at
the new European level. Hence, in 1991, UNIFE was
created by the merger of three preceding
organisations; AICMR, AFEDEF and CELTE. Today,
UNIFE is active in the design, manufacture,
maintenance and refurbishment of rail transport
systems of 11 European countries' national railway
industry associations.

Although some universities have test centres within
the university that can be used for the projects, this is
not a strict requirement for universities to participate
in a project.

When UNIFE is forming a new consortium for a
project, all potential stakeholders get the chance to
promote their knowledge and expertise. After this
UNIFE and core partners decide who are the best
stakeholders to maximise the chances to get a good
consortium that will reply to the call in the right way.

Additionally, when UNIFE decides to cooperate with
universities, they mainly focus on the technical
expertise that the university has to offer. The
researchers within the university need to have the
right knowledge base and expertise for the specific
project.

When selecting SMEs for collaborative projects, the
main focus is placed on the economical perspective
for the SME. The project needs to support the
company in its business and strategic plan. A second
key factor is an expertise that the company can
offer.

An example of such a project is TRANSIT.
Within this project, the consortium aims to reduce
the noise in trains by developing advanced methods
that can facilitate the virtual testing of the train noise
through simulation. For this project, UNIFE works
together with universities specialising in this field.
One of them is Southampton university, which is very
well-known in the sector due to its expertise in
Railway Noise and Vibration Research. Some of the
tools that the university has developed in past
European research projects are now being used in
the project.

The main types of products as a result of the EU-
funded projects are:

• Prototypes
• Training programs
• Tools (developed by universities after the project)

All of these outputs are related to the railway
industry.

An example of an output project is STAFFER.
This project that started last year, aims to foster
cooperation between the academic world and
industry, thereby improving the connection between
the two. The project consortium will develop
concrete actions to address short- and medium-term
skills needs. For instance, it might develop a new
educational program for universities, to support
them in educating the new engineers and specialists,
who in the future could be attracted by the rail
companies.

Another example output project is STREAM.
This project aims to develop an exoskeleton for the
workers' safety and performance improvement doing
the maintenance on and around the tracks. The
academic partner leading the project has created a
business plan to develop a spin-off company after
identifying a potential market for this innovation.
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The EU Year of Rail puts Europe on track to sustainability and energy efficiency (credit: unife.org)
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Building collaboration capacity for Horizon Europe

Key success factors

Shared goal

All partners involved in the project should share the same goal. They should 
have a collaborative mindset, rather than aiming for individual objectives.

1. When developing new projects, UNIFE aims to
bring the right expertise to the table to increase
the capacity and reliability of rail transport, as
well as create products that address the sector’
and universities' needs.

2. For Universities involved in the projects there is
the opportunity to develop training programs or
PhD programs based on the projects’ outcomes.

3. For private companies, the motivation and
opportunities lie more in the development of
prototypes/new solutions.

1. Barriers for SMEs:
• Goals of EU-funded projects vs. SMEs: EU-funded

projects have long term goals, whereas SMEs
often focus on medium- and short-term goals.
Thus, goals may not align with partners’ priorities.

• Bureaucracy: EU-funded projects allocate a high
amount of reporting to explain how the funding
money is used. SMEs may not be familiar with the
process or not have the resources to invest.

2. Barriers for HEIs:
• Content: The focus of the project (or EC priorities)

may not be aligned with the university’s expertise.
Therefore, UNIFE sets up the ERRAC platform to
gather priorities and ideas from stakeholders.

• Potential lack of resources (e.g. PhD students)
• Legal barriers: When preparing the consortium

agreement, UNIFE sometimes receives requests
from lawyers of universities that are difficult to
address, e.g., issues of liability.
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Technical Affairs at UNIFE

UNIFE committed to maintain the technological leadership of Europe’s rail industry (credit: unife.org)

“UNIFE brings the right expertise to the 
table to increase the capacity and reliability 

of rail transport.”

Combination of expertise

Between the partners, there should be a complimentary combination of 
knowledge and expertise.

Defining responsibilities

When defining the responsibilities for each of the partners within the 
project, one should make sure that there is no overlap between the activities 
of each partner.

Enabling digital and intelligent rail freight in Europe (credit: unife.org)
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