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Abstract
This paper examines a key but neglected dimension of the European policy of railway 
liberalising: the separation between infrastructure management and transporta-
tion activities. Drawing upon Verhoest et al.’s (2004) multi-dimensional approach to 
autonomy and control, it assesses the autonomy of the Belgian railway infrastructure 
manager, Infrabel, through a longitudinal case-study (1999–2024) based on documen-
tary analysis and semi-structured interviews. Next to its original empirical focus, this 
study brings a twofold contribution to debates on the national implementation of EU 
liberalisation policies. By highlighting the nuanced, dynamic, and negotiated nature 
of Infrabel’s autonomy through time, it reaffirms the methodological relevance of 
in-depth case studies on bureaucratic autonomy—next to comparative survey ques-
tionnaires. Moreover, it demonstrates that the horizon of competition underlying liber-
alisation policies also influences railway reforms in countries such as Belgium, where 
this sector has hitherto not been privatised or liberalised (i.e. effectively submitted to 
competition).
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Introduction
In December 2022, the Green Federal Minister for Mobility, Georges Gilkinet, and 
Infrabel’s managing director, Benoît Gilson, approved the latest performance contract 
of the Belgian railway infrastructure management company. Covering a period of a 
decade (2023–2032), this deal renewed a convention that had expired in 2012. It also 
aligned with the public service contract for the National Railway Company of Belgium 
(SNCB/NMBS), from which Infrabel has nevertheless been legally separated since 
2005. A prerequisite for introducing competition among transportation companies, 
unbundling infrastructure management and transportation activities has been a 
key dimension of European policies for railway ‘liberalisation’. Yet, debates on the 
national implementation of this strategy have hitherto largely focused on the latter 
dimension (Dyrhauge, 2013, 2022; Gutiérrez-Hita & Ruiz-Rua, 2019; Kaeding, 2008)—
thereby neglecting the issue of infrastructure management.

Against this background, this paper analyses Belgian railway reforms over the 
latest quarter century through the case of Infrabel and the following research ques-
tion: What is the actual level of autonomy of the infrastructure management company? 
Drawing upon Verhoest et al.’s (2004) multi-dimensional approach to autonomy and 
control, our longitudinal case study (1999–2024) highlights the nuanced, dynamic, 
and negotiated character of Infrabel’s autonomy. Next to its original focus on the 
railway infrastructure management company, our analysis brings a twofold theo-
retical contribution to debates on the implementation of EU liberalisation policies 
(Clifton et al., 2007; Schmitt, 2013; Smith, 2005). By stressing the dynamic dimension 
of Infrabel’s autonomy through time, it reaffirms the methodological relevance of 
in-depth, longitudinal case studies on bureaucratic autonomy—next to the predom-
inant use of comparative survey questionnaires in the field of public management 
(Bezes & Jeannot, 2018; Maggetti & Verhoest, 2014). Moreover, by showing that Infra-
bel’s level of autonomy ultimately hinges on governmental priorities towards railway 
policy (among which the exposure of SNCB/NMBS to competition), it demonstrates 
that the horizon of competition underlying EU liberalisation policies also affects 
railway reforms in countries (such as Belgium) where this sector has not (yet) been 
privatised or liberalised (i.e. actually submitted to competition).

The plan is as follows. The first part reviews the literature and outlines the 
conceptual framework of the paper. The second part sets out the research design. 
The third part displays the results of our empirical enquiry. The fourth part discusses 
these findings. Finally, the conclusion summarises the analysis and outlines avenues 
for future research.
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1.	 Liberalising Railway in Europe: From a Single Idea(l) 
of Competition to Variegated National Trajectories

Although a unified transport system had long been a neglected component of the 
Single Market, the Single European Act (1987) put the submission of public monop-
olies in so-called ‘network’ industries (telecommunications, electricity, gas, railway 
transport, etc.) to competition back on the agenda (Hermann & Flecker, 2012). To 
improve efficiency and quality, the European Commission promoted a ‘liberalisa-
tion’ policy intended to foster competition—presented as an effective response 
to the needs of public service users or customers (Héritier & Lehmkuhl, 2008)—
by removing barriers to private initiative and reshaping public monopolies on the 
model of a competitive market (Hall, 2002).

In the railway sector, over 25 years separated the first EU initiatives with the 
opening of domestic passenger transport services (Dyrhauge, 2013; Ross, 1998). 
Comparing privatisation pathways across policy sectors in the EU, Schmitt (2013) 
argued that, contrary to the telecommunications and postal sectors, exceptional 
rules have decelerated privatisation in the railways. Dyrhauge (2013, 2022) has high-
lighted the diverging interests of European institutions in regulating nationally-
anchored railway policies and the resistance of member states to the Commission’s 
initiatives for opening the railway market. Via the Council, national governments have 
reduced the speed and changed the direction of EU railway policymaking. A major 
bone of contention has been the extent to which EU internal market requirements 
should be limited by so-called ‘services of general interests’ (SGI) and how to define 
this elusive concept (Van de Walle, 2008).

Council Directive 91/440/EEC on the development of the Community’s railways 
launched the liberalisation of the European railway market. It summed up the four 
objectives pursued by the EU as follows: ensuring the management independence of 
railway undertakings; separating the management of railway infrastructure from the 
provision of railway transport services; improving the financial structure of under-
takings; and ensuring access to the networks of member states for international 
groupings of railway undertakings. This strategy was subsequently translated into 
four ‘railway packages’, which progressively liberalised the various components of 
this sector (Gutiérrez-Hita & Ruiz-Rua, 2019). In a nutshell, the first railway package 
(2001) established the key principle of unbundling transport and infrastructure 
management activities. From 2004, freight services were opened to competition. In 
2007, the third railway package liberalised the international transport of passengers. 
Finally, regulation 2016/2338 aimed to complete the single European railway area by 
opening national markets for domestic passenger transport services. Such compe-
tition, in force since 2019, might take two forms: awarding a public service contract 
(competition for the market) and offering competing services (competition on the 
market).
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A large number of studies have stressed the variegated implementation of 
European directives by member states, based on national case studies and trans-
national comparisons (Di Giulio, 2016; Engartner, 2010; Gutiérrez-Hita & Ruiz-Rua, 
2019; Kaeding, 2008; Kestel, 2018; Lodge, 2003; Olsen, 2007). This literature under-
scores the importance of domestic contexts and the autonomy of national govern-
ments in reshaping their railway sector. The diverse trajectories of railway reforms 
across Europe can be summarised in the light of three interrelated concepts: liberal-
isation, privatisation, and marketisation (Hermann & Verhoest, 2012). Liberalisation 
policies seek to eradicate public monopolies through the introduction of compe-
tition (with public or private companies), whereas privatisation implies a transfer 
of ownership and structural control to private companies. Lastly, marketisation 
refers to “the introduction of market elements in public service provisions without 
providers competing for customers or contracts” (Hermann & Verhoest, 2012, p. 15). 
Such market-type mechanisms (management contracts, performance measure-
ment, outsourcing, contractualization of employment, results-based funding, etc.) 
do not directly expose public bodies to competition but rather aim to make them act 
‘as if’ this were the case. These forms of re-regulation (Majone, 1994) of the railway 
sector are the sectoral application of a wider neoliberal rationality, which does not 
imply a complete withdrawal of the state, but rather its active restructuring through 
market(-like) mechanisms (Piron & Evrard, 2023).

Gutiérrez-Hita and Ruiz-Rua (2019) distinguished between five trajectories 
regarding the introduction of competition in the railway passenger market in Europe. 
On the one hand, Great Britain and Sweden have fully liberalised their national rail 
markets—although Sweden has not fully privatised it, unlike the UK. On the other 
hand, in so-called ‘non-liberalised’ markets (such as France, Spain, Finland and 
Belgium), the incumbent transport company remains in charge of all public service 
obligations. Between these two poles, the degree of liberalisation of the railway 
sector ranges from ‘extensive’ (Austria, Germany, and Italy) and ‘partial’ (Nether-
lands, Czech Republic, and Portugal) to ‘low’ (Denmark and Poland).

However, this literature on the national transposition of EU railway directives 
tends to focus on transportation activities and to neglect infrastructure manage-
ment. Splitting infrastructure management and transportation activities, histori-
cally bundled in monopolistic railway companies, is nevertheless a key prerequisite 
for introducing competition between transport companies. In addition to displaying 
the costs of performed services, such separation fundamentally restructures the 
relationship between transport operators, which are exposed to (the horizon of) 
competition between historic and new, public and private, national and international 
companies, as well as infrastructure managers, which are expected to efficiently 
serve their new ‘clients’ (Salento & Pesare, 2016).
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In practice, such separation of functions may take three distinct forms (Solina 
& Abramović, 2022): accounting separation (railway services and infrastructure 
management belong to the same legal entity, but separate accounts are provided), 
organisational separation (railway services and infrastructure management are 
separated into subsidiaries within the same holding company), or institutional sepa-
ration (services and infrastructure management belong to two different companies). 
Against this background, this paper aims to explore the implementation of the Euro-
pean obligation to separate infrastructure management and passenger transport 
activities in Belgium through the following research question: What is the actual level 
of autonomy of the Belgian infrastructure management company, Infrabel?

To answer it, we draw upon insights from the field of public administration on 
the tension between autonomy and control (Bezes & Jeannot, 2018; Verhoest et al., 
2004, 2010; Yesilkagit & van Thiel, 2008). This body of literature has notably illus-
trated “the complexity of the concept of autonomy” (Bezes & Jeannot, 2018, p. 6), by 
stressing the potential gap between the formal-legal autonomy of a public organ-
isation and its de facto autonomy (Yesilkagit & van Thiel, 2008). To offer nuanced 
accounts of this concept, public administration scholars have developed a multi-di-
mensional perspective. More precisely, Verhoest et al. (2004, pp.  105–106) high-
lighted the following six dimensions of autonomy: managerial autonomy (autonomy 
in financial and human resources management [HRM]); policy autonomy (autonomy 
to set processes and procedures, policy instruments, target groups and outcomes); 
structural autonomy (the protection from governmental influence through lines of 
hierarchy and accountability); financial autonomy (the degree of independence from 
governmental funding); legal autonomy (the legal protection to “prevent the govern-
ment from altering the allocation of decision-making competencies”); and inter-
ventional autonomy (“the extent to which the agency is free from ex post reporting 
requirements, evaluation and audit provisions” and “from possible threats of 
government sanctions or interventions in the case of deviation”). On this basis, the 
reminder of this paper assesses the autonomy of Infrabel against the backdrop of 
the EU policy of railway liberalisation.

2.	 Research Design
This part summarizes the features of our interpretive methodology (2.1), before 
describing our case study on Infrabel (2.2) and the methods for generating and 
analysing evidence (2.3).

2.1	 Interpretive Methodology: Features and Quality Criteria
An “underrepresented” tradition in public administration (Ospina et al., 2018, 
p.  598), interpretivism implies a series of shifts from (post-)positivist standards. 



6
Politics of the Low Countries – DOI: 10.54195/plc.21812

6

At the ontological level (the presuppositions about the “reality status”), it disproves 
the idea of a social reality waiting to be discovered, favouring subjective and plural 
realities of events. In contrast to the realist ontology underpinning (post-)positivist 
approaches, the focus of interpretive research is therefore “not on discovering laws 
about causal relationships between variables, but on […] understanding (verstehen) 
the motivations that lie behind human behavior” (Della Porta & Keating, 2008, p. 26). 
At the epistemological level (what is being studied and its “know-ability”), this implies 
minimising the distance between researchers and their object of study, with a view 
to producing contextualised explanations. Such involvement is not perceived as “a 
threat to knowledge claims or research trustworthiness”, provided that researchers 
are “as transparent as possible” about how they generate and analyse their evidence 
(Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, pp. 80–81). At the methodological level (the “logic 
of inquiry”), interpretive research favours situated explanations, focusing on mean-
ings and contextuality. It follows an abductive logic of enquiry, based on a flexible 
research design characterised by an absence of formalized hypotheses. Far from a 
lack of scientific rigour, such methodological flexibility instead represents “a mark of 
competence in interpretive research” (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, p. 77).

Due to its features, specific quality criteria apply to interpretive research, such 
as trustworthiness, thick description, reflexivity, and intertextuality (Schwartz-Shea, 
2014, pp. 131–134). First, trustworthiness “offers a way to talk about the many steps 
that researchers take throughout the research process to ensure that their efforts 
are self-consciously deliberate, transparent, and ethical” (Schwartz-Shea, 2014, 
p.  131). Second, thick description refers to the presence of “sufficient descriptive 
detail […] to capture context-specific nuances of meaning such that the researcher’s 
interpretation is supported by ‘thickly descriptive’ evidentiary data” (Schwartz-Shea, 
2014, p. 132). Third, reflexivity relates to an “admonition to reflect on one’s research 
role” (Schwartz-Shea, 2014, p. 133). Lastly, intertextuality implies generating “diverse 
forms of evidence that can be ‘read’ intertextually for the ways in which texts, 
actions, events ‘cite’ one another (or fail to)” (Schwartz-Shea, 2014, p. 134). The next 
sections explain how we have sought to meet these requirements in our case study 
of Infrabel.

2.2	 Case Study: A Longitudinal Analysis of Infrabel (1999–2024)
This article assesses the unbundling of infrastructure management and transporta-
tion activities in the Belgian railway sector through the case of Infrabel. Following Yin 
(2018, p. 15), “case study is an empirical method that investigates a contemporary 
phenomenon (the ‘case’) in depth and within its real-world context, especially when 
the boundaries between phenomenon and context may not be clearly evident”. 
Consistent with our interpretive approach, this mode of inquiry is geared towards 
researchers who “want to understand a real-world case and assume that such an 
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understanding is likely to involve important contextual conditions pertinent to your 
case” (Yin, 2018, p. 15).

Our unit of analysis, Infrabel, offers a relevant entry point for assessing the 
consequences of railway liberalisation in Belgium, as its creation in 2005 was a direct 
response to EU requirements to split infrastructure managers from transport oper-
ators. Yet, the infrastructure management company has remained understudied in 
comparison with SNCB/NMBS (see for instance De Broux, 2011; Deville & Verduyn, 
2012; Van der Herten et al., 2001). To fill this gap, this paper offers a longitudinal anal-
ysis of Infrabel from the negotiations on the unbundling of the unitary rail company 
under the Verhofstadt government (1999–2003) to the performance contract signed 
under the De Croo government (2020–2025). This period encompasses two major 
railway reforms conducted in Belgium against the backdrop of liberalisation: organi-
zational separation (in 2005) and institutional separation (since 2014).

Theoretically, the case of Infrabel offers insights on a railway company that is 
neither privatised nor liberalised. Indeed, the Belgian state remains the quasi-exclu-
sive shareholder of Infrabel (owning over 99% of its shares). The latter has neverthe-
less been granted significant legal autonomy to conduct its missions, whose extent 
our analysis seeks to assess. This externally autonomous public company, which 
takes the legal form of a public limited company, has its own (politically appointed) 
management bodies: a Board of Directors made up of 14 Directors and an Exec-
utive Committee of 8 members. Besides, the management contract periodically 
concluded with the federal government provides Infrabel with a degree of manage-
rial and policy autonomy.

An important issue regarding the boundaries of our case is the relationship 
between Infrabel and SNCB/NMBS. Infrabel being our sole unit of analysis, this 
paper does not offer in-depth examination of SNCB/NMBS, nor a systematic compar-
ison between both railway companies. Nevertheless, our empirical findings high-
light that, despite their formal separation, Infrabel and SNCB/NMBS remain deeply 
linked through interrelated missions, state control, a common HRM structure (HR 
Rail), significant commercial and financial relations (see part 4). Consequently, much 
empirical evidence generated on the case of Infrabel directly or indirectly referred 
to SNCB/NMBS—thereby explaining numerous, yet unsystematic, references in the 
empirical part.

2.3	 Methods and Evidence
This study of Infrabel’s autonomy is based upon two types of empirical sources: docu-
mentary analysis and semi-structured interviews. First, we analysed 62 documents 
relating to railway reforms in Belgium, falling into four categories: legal sources (EU 
Regulation and Directives, national laws and decrees), reports (Infrabel’s annual 
reports and accounts, reports from EU and national institutions and consultancy 
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firms), political documents (government agreements and Parliamentary debates) 
and other official sources (official press releases and websites; see Appendix 1).

Second, we conducted ten in-depth semi-structured interviews to ascertain how 
actors close to Infrabel assessed the autonomy of the railway management company 
(see Appendix 2). Consistent with the strategy of “mapping for exposure and inter-
textuality” characterising interpretative research (Schwartz-Shea & Yanow, 2012, 
pp. 84–89), we designed a reasoned interview logic intended to gather a wide range 
of viewpoints both from inside and outside the organization. Access to key inform-
ants was facilitated by personal contacts of the authors—particularly Amandine 
Andrien, who works for the Federal Public Service (FPS) Mobility and Transport.

Concretely, we conducted two waves of five interviews. The first wave was carried 
out in November and December 2022, as part of a master’s course that led to a 
first report (Andrien et al., 2024). In February and March 2024, we conducted five 
additional interviews to gather additional viewpoints and further explore selected 
dimensions (such as the political rationale behind railway reforms, Infrabel finances, 
and the new performance contract). As our interviews were exclusively conducted 
with francophone respondents, it cannot be ruled out that direct exposure to the 
perspective of Dutch-speaking actors (instead of indirect exposure through the 
intertextuality of our materials) would have provided additional nuances.

Each interview was prepared through an individualised guide, based on a generic 
template offering flexibility to address additional relevant issues (see Appendix 3). 
All interviews were recorded (with one exception), then transcribed and analysed 
through thematic analysis (TA), consistent with the six phases identified by Braun and 
Clarke (2006). Once familiarised with the data (1), we generated initial codes (2), then 
started searching for themes (3)—a process characterised by a progression from 
description to interpretation. In line with our interpretative approach, we especially 
focused on the sources of tensions identified by our informants. Our TA was thus 
mostly inductive and prioritised the relevance of occurrences over their number. 
To somewhat sort out our vast amount of data, we have nevertheless deductively 
grouped our themes around three “conventional” components of public service 
reforms highlighted by Pollitt and Bouckaert (2017, p. 77): organisation, finance, and 
personnel. Subsequent revision of our themes (4) led us to stabilising our thematic 
map around the six dimensions of autonomy and control highlighted by Verhoest et 
al. (2004), prior to defining and naming our themes after them (5). Table 1 displays 
this thematic map, which serves as a guideline for the empirical report displayed in 
the following part (6).



9
Politics of the Low Countries – DOI: 10.54195/plc.21812

9

Table 1.	 Thematic Map: Dimensions of Autonomy and Control at Infrabel

Autonomy Control

Organisation Organic autonomy
Institutional separation

= Legal autonomy

Appointment of Board & CEO
Government commissioners

= Structural control

Management contract = policy autonomy vs. result-oriented control

Finance Own revenues
Saving plans

= Managerial autonomy I:
Operational financial autonomy

Debt sharing
Public grants

= Financial control

Consolidation = financial control vs. operational financial autonomy

Personnel Downsizing & outsourcing
Limited influence of unions

= Managerial autonomy II:
Operational HRM autonomy

/

HR Rail = constrained vs. growing strategic HRM autonomy

3.	 Results
This part outlines our empirical results on Infrabel’s autonomy. Section 3.1 (Organ-
isation) retraces the motives for and effects of organisational and institutional 
separations (legal autonomy) before examining the relationship between the 
federal government and Infrabel (structural control), through instruments such as 
the management contract (policy autonomy vs. result-oriented control). Section 3.2 
(Finance) addresses the tension between operational financial autonomy and financial 
control by the state through the interrelated issues of debt transfers among railway 
companies, Infrabel’s resources (including state subsidies), and the consolidation 
of the company. Lastly, section 3.3 (Personnel) scrutinises three dimensions: down-
sizing and outsourcing (operational HRM autonomy), the limited influence of trade 
unions, and the contested role of HR Rail (constrained vs. growing strategic HRM 
autonomy).

3.1	 Organisation
The Verhofstadt I ‘rainbow’ government (1999–2003) was divided on the reform of 
the railway sector: the Green Minister for Transport and Mobility, Isabelle Durant, 
supported the creation of an independent regulator alongside the unitary SNCB/
NMBS, whereas the Flemish Liberals called for the outright split of the latter. In the 
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meantime, SNCB/NMBS’s management, led by Karel Vinck, proposed to create two 
separate companies. This proposal would eventually be rejected by the government, 
as explained by the former CEO of Infrabel, Luc Lallemand:

Within the top of the SNCB/NMBS Group, one felt that moving towards a complete split 
of the mammoth of the time into two separate structures was “een stap te vlug en te 
ver” [one step too soon and too far]. So, Karel [Vinck] came back from the government 
saying: “no, this thing with two companies won’t work. We must propose something 
with three”.2

In 2004, the liberal-socialist Verhofstadt II coalition eventually adopted a three-
headed structure, based on the model of organisational separation (Figure 1). With 
this compromise, the Liberals obtained the break-up of the unitary SNCB/NMBS. In 
parallel, the umbrella structure reassured unions about the single statute of railway 
workers. 

Figure 1.	 The Organisational Separation of the Belgian Railway Sector (2005–2013)

From 2005, the “SNCB/NMBS Group” consisted of three companies: SNCB/NMBS 
Holding, SNCB/NMBS (transport operator), and Infrabel (infrastructure management 
company). The legal successor to the unitary structure, SNCB/NMBS Holding was 

2	 Interview 8, Luc Lallemand, Former CEO of Infrabel (2005-2020), 28 February 2024.
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headed by Jannie Haek (SP). This company was responsible for strategy and coor-
dination within the Group and for transversal issues, including personnel. As the 
holding company, SNCB/NMBS Holding owned 100% of the shares in SNCB/NMBS. 
This company, led by Marc Descheemaecker (Open VLD), was responsible for the 
transport of passengers and freight. SNCB/NMBS Holding also retained 93,6% of the 
shares in Infrabel. This company, headed by Luc Lallemand (PS), was responsible for 
maintaining and developing the railway infrastructure.

Arguments in favour of organisational separation included avoiding distributing 
the debt of the unitary structure and centralising transversal functions to achieve 
economies of scale. However, conflicts soon arose between the three railway compa-
nies. Some stemmed from an inconsistent division of tasks and assets. For example, 
stations were divided between the Holding company (international stations), SNCB/
NMBS (medium-sized stations), and Infrabel (unmanned stops). More generally, 
collaboration was conflictual as SNCB/NMBS and Infrabel sought to increase their 
autonomy towards the holding company, notably by internalising competences such 
as IT and HRM (see 3.3).

In 2008, consulting firm Roland Berger recommended to Inge Vervotte (CD&V), 
then Minister for Public Enterprises, to split SNCB/NMBS and Infrabel while main-
taining integrated HR  management. In parallel, the European Commission served 
Belgium with a formal notice (2008), then a warning (2009) due to Infrabel’s alleged 
lack of autonomy. According to some interviewees,3 Infrabel actively used European 
directives to put the Belgian government under pressure with a view to strength-
ening its autonomy. As a response, the government prohibited to combine functions 
within Infrabel and the other two railway companies. Finally, the Buizingen accident, 
which caused the death of 19 passengers in 2010, kept rail safety and collaboration 
within the SNCB/NMBS Group high on the political agenda.

Consequently, the coalition agreement of the Di Rupo government (2011–2014) set 
to “restructure the Group, with a reduction in its entities [...] in order to better meet 
the needs of passengers and ensure more coherent management, while achieving 
economies of scale” (Belgian Federal Government, 2011, p. 151). To this end, Minister 
Paul Magnette (PS) proposed to merge SNCB/NMBS Holding and SNCB/NMBS so as 
to split the SNCB/NMBS Group into two entities: the infrastructure management 
company (Infrabel) and the transport operator (SNCB/NMBS). This proposal enjoyed 
broad political support, except for the Greens (in opposition) and trade unions. 
Infrabel’s and SNCB/NMBS’s CEOs also publicly advocated for abolishing the holding 

3	 Interview 9, FPS Mobility and Transport (1), 13 March 2024.
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company (Gracos, 2013, pp. 8–13). The institutional separation between the “new” 
SNCB/NMBS and Infrabel was moderated by a new subsidiary, responsible for coor-
dinating recruitment and HRM in both state-owned companies: HR Rail (Figure 2).

Figure 2. Institutional Separation of the Belgian Railway Sector (Since 2014)

This reform, which entered into force in January 2014, should be analysed in the light 
of negotiations on the fourth European railway package, then underway. Initially, 
the European Commission proposed to liberalise the domestic transport of passen-
gers, but also to impose institutional separation. Against this backdrop, the Belgian 
government preferred to reform the structure of its railway sector instead of aban-
doning the direct award of the internal market to the incumbent operator.4 By abol-
ishing SNCB/NMBS Holding and moving towards institutional separation, Belgium 
strengthened the position of the Commission against countries with an overarching 
structure, such as France and Germany. Faced with their opposition, this dimension 
was nevertheless dropped from regulation 2016/2338.

Our empirical investigation shows that major coordination issues remain between 
SNCB/NMBS and Infrabel, despite intended rationalising. During the 2014 reform, 
“the furniture of the household was divided [...] a bit like in a divorce, sometimes a 
bit arbitrarily”.5 The controversial allocation of stations to SNCB/NMBS (rather than 
Infrabel) illustrates this point. In addition to its economic consequences, due to the 

4	 Interview 9, FPS Mobility and Transport (1), 13 March 2024.
5	 Interview 5, SNCB/NMBS, 9 November 2022.
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commercial value of stations, this choice also affects the phasing of works: as some 
parts of the stations belong to Infrabel (like the tracks), both companies are contin-
ually required to interact. This “very atypical”6 situation could also hinder the liber-
alising of the railway sector in Belgium: As the owner of stations, SNCB/NMBS could 
have to adjudicate on access requests submitted by its hypothetical competitors.

In December 2022, the federal government and Infrabel signed a ten-year perfor-
mance contract—thereby ending the application of the latest management contract, 
which had expired in 2012. Between 2013 and 2022, the continuity of public service 
had been guaranteed through provisional rules, unilaterally imposed by the federal 
government. Infrabel’s performance contract sets out the company’s objectives, the 
conditions for exercising and financing its public service missions, and the expected 
performance in various areas such as safety, accessibility, and finance. Performance 
is measured through 15 key performance indicators, monitored by the FPS Mobility 
and Transport.

However, a closer analysis shows that this contract de facto increases Infrabel’s 
policy autonomy and refinancing, with limited performance expected in return. 
According to an advisor to Georges Gilkinet, the Minister of Mobility under the De Croo 
government (2020–2025), the railway company benefited from a strong negotiating 
position, due to the Green Minister’s willingness to impose soft targets with the aim 
of refinancing Infrabel as much as possible. As a result, performance management 
appears rather weak in this contract, notably in comparison with the “more sophis-
ticated” contract of the SNCB/NMBS—justified by the aim of preparing the transport 
operator for hypothetical competitive tendering at the end of its monopoly in 2032, 
as explained in the following quote:

In terms of efficiency, I think there is virtually nothing in Infrabel’s contract. [...] With 
Infrabel, we had a rather purely budgetary discussion [...]: “We’re giving you so much. 
What can you do for us in terms of investment, maintenance…?” In the case of SNCB/
NMBS, we went into more detail, with a description of the number of trains per hour 
that would run on this and that line over the next decade [...] and a relatively fine-
grained cost model.7

This tendency for Infrabel to increase its autonomy from the government seems 
confirmed by the limited implementation of structural control tools. For instance, 
the company’s directors and senior managers enjoy some autonomy from the 
political parties that appointed them. Moreover, the right of veto of governmental 

6	 Interview 5, SNCB/NMBS, 9 November 2022.
7	 Interview 10, Advisor to the Green Minister for Mobility (2020-2025), 21 March 2024.
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commissioners is “hardly ever used in practice”, as it is likened to an “atomic bomb” 
whose use is deemed “insulting”8 towards the autonomy of the Board—which also 
includes representatives of the Minister’s party. More generally, several interviewees 
external to Infrabel concurred that “the power of government over autonomous 
public companies is relatively weak”.9 This view is nevertheless contested. An insider 
stresses that the autonomy of Infrabel management bodies should be relativised, 
since the federal government remains the company’s almost exclusive shareholder:

There’s no escaping it [...]: when a major shareholder in the Board of directors of a big 
company says, “I don’t want this or that... I’d prefer the priority to be this”, one listens 
to them, right? [...] The Belgian State is treated and behaves like any other major share-
holder in any large company [...].10

3.2	 Finance
Railway debt management has regularly led to accounting manoeuvres between 
EU institutions and national governments willing to invest in their railway network 
without deteriorating public accounts (Piron, 2024). When the unitary SNCB/NMBS 
was unbundled in 2005, railway debt was shared between SNCB/NMBS Holding (€4.8 
billion) and the Railway Infrastructure Fund (RIF; €7.4  billion), a new off-balance-
sheet agency created to remove railway debt from Belgian public accounts (Deville & 
Verduyn, 2012). However, this scheme was questioned by Eurostat and the National 
Accounts Institute, which eventually decided in 2008 to ‘consolidate’ the RIF within 
the general government sector, thereby significantly worsening the 2005 accounts. 
The architect of this accounting operation, former Infrabel CEO Luc Lallemand, 
downplays the fiscal consequences of this decision: “Nobody cared because these 
were the 2005 accounts and a moment of shame is easily forgotten”.11 Instead, he 
emphasises the significance of this debt transfer (authorized by the EU Commission 
with the aim to financially ‘stabilize’ domestic railway companies prior to liberalisa-
tion) to justify his “strict management” of the company:

I regularly used this motto to explain the rigorous management approach within 
Infrabel: ‘one-time, last time’. ‘One-time’ is why we succeeded. ‘Last time’ means ‘we 
need to draw lessons from this with regard to the future’. [...] ‘Last time’ is to say to 
everyone—politicians, management, but also railway workers: “OK, for all sorts of 

8	 Interview 10, Advisor to the Green Minister for Mobility (2020-2025), 21 March 2024.
9	 Interview 9, FPS Mobility and Transport (1), 13 March 2024.
10	 Interview 3, Infrabel, 25 November 2022.
11	 Interview 8, Luc Lallemand, Former CEO of Infrabel (2005-2020), 28 February 2024.
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good and bad reasons, we messed up a bit with public finances in the 1990s, and we 
also messed up a bit in some public companies, but that’s over”.12

A decade later, the transition towards institutional separation led to (re)distribution 
of the debt of SNCB/NMBS Holding. As a result, Infrabel inherited the part of histor-
ical debt that was attributable to network management activities, but also 45% of 
a residual debt shared between Infrabel and SNCB/NMBS. Consequently, Infrabel’s 
debt increased by more than €1.5 billion in 2014 to €2.5 billion (Court of Audit, 2016, 
p.  165). The political rationale behind this transfer was to relieve SNCB/NMBS in 
anticipation of future competition, as the following quote explains:

The guiding principle was that since SNCB/NMBS would be subject to competition. We 
would try to burden the infrastructure management company as much as possible, 
which they didn’t like, obviously. Because we had stored everything within the Holding 
company. So, we looked for this historical debt and put everything that wasn’t directly 
linked to the transport mission in the hands of the infrastructure manager, saying: 
“The monopolist will continue to survive no matter what”.13

In 2022, Infrabel’s debt amounted to €3.8 billion, distributed between short-term 
(€800 million) and long-term debt (€3 billion). Yet, our informant at the cabinet of 
Minister Gilkinet argues that this figure remains “very low”14 when compared with 
other relevant indicators. First, the total balance sheet of the company was worth 
€23.9 billion in 2022 (Infrabel, 2023). Second, the value of its tangible fixed assets 
(railway infrastructure, buildings, land, etc.) reached €19.5 billion. Third, the remainder 
of Infrabel’s liabilities was made up of capital subsidies from the state, akin to trans-
fers that the company will never have to repay to its almost exclusive shareholder.

From an accounting perspective, Eurostat concluded in 2018 that Infrabel’s sales 
did not cover half of its costs. Consequently, the company was ‘consolidated’ into the 
general government sector—as had been the case with the RIF in 2008 and almost 
all network management companies across Europe. As a result, Infrabel’s financial 
results directly impact the calculation of Belgium’s public deficit and debt (in contrast 
to SNCB/NMBS). Surprisingly, our interviews reveal that this situation has not (yet) 
reduced the company’s operational financial autonomy. On the contrary, Infrabel 
took advantage of its consolidation to refinance its loans through the Belgian Debt 
Agency (BDA), thereby reducing its exposure to financial markets. In addition, against 
the backdrop of the refinancing foreseen by the performance contract, Infrabel 

12	 Interview 8, Luc Lallemand, Former CEO of Infrabel (2005-2020), 28 February 2024.
13	 Interview 9, FPS Mobility and Transport (1), 13 March 2024.
14	 Interview 10, Advisor to the Green Minister for Mobility (2020-2025), 21 March 2024.
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concluded in November 2023 a €1 billion loan with the BDA, rather than the Euro-
pean Investment Bank, as was encouraged by the government due to more advanta-
geous financial terms. In short, one interviewee stated that “the autonomy granted 
by the 1991 law [on autonomous public companies] is much more powerful than the 
constraints imposed by their status as a ‘consolidated’ body”.15

Infrabel’s consolidation nevertheless prompted a shift in its revenues, which 
amounted to €2.8  billion in 2022 (i.e. before the refinancing planned by the new 
performance contract; see Table 2). To enable Infrabel’s deconsolidation, the infra-
structure fee paid by transport operators had been maintained at a relatively high 
level in the past. This was criticised by SNCB/NMBS, which argued that it hindered 
the development of its transport offer. Following the consolidation of Infrabel, the 
federal government decided to reduce the amount of the infrastructure fee by 
€321.2 million, to €427.8 million in 2022. Although fully compensated by an increase 
of Infrabel’s operating subsidy, this decision clearly reaffirmed the financial control 
of the Belgian government on the company.

Table 2.	 Infrabel’s Simplified Income Statement (2022)

Revenues €2,811,356,194 p.c.

1) Operating revenues, among which
   Turnover, among which
      Infrastructure fee
   State funding (operating grant)
   Own production

€� 1,763,532,360
€� 771,011,930
€� 427,754,897
€� 485,288,137
€� 480,726,933 

62.7%
27.4%
15.2%
17.3%
17.1%

2) Capital grant €� 730,916,432 26.0%

3) Financial income €� 316,907,402 11.3%

Costs €� 2,898,574,787 p.c.

1) Operating charges, among which
   Personnel costs
   Supplies and other consumables
   Energy and other goods
   Infrastructure maintenance

€� 1,705,357,784
€� 856,558,626
€� 218,982,883
€� 212,143,172
€� 152,446,818

58.8%
29.6%

7.6%
7.3%
5.3%

2) Depreciation and impairments €� 882,859,348 30.5%

3) Financial costs €� 310,357,655 10.7%

Result €� -89,793,042 /

Source: own calculations based on Infrabel (2023)

15	 Interview 10, Advisor to the Green Minister for Mobility (2020-2025), 21 March 2024.
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In 2022, the subsidy paid by the Belgian state to Infrabel amounted to €1.2 billion 
(43.3% of its revenues). This amount encompassed two main grants: on the one 
hand, current expenses (operating expenses, salaries, etc.) were funded by an oper-
ating grant of €485.3 million (known as ‘OPEX’, for ‘operating expenses’); on the other 
hand, Infrabel’s investments were funded by a capital grant of €730.9 million (known 
as ‘CAPEX’ for ‘capital expenses’).

The adequacy of state subsidies is controversial. Political and administrative 
actors argue that Infrabel enjoys advantageous public funding. They point out that 
by European standards, it is exceptional for a government to fully fund the invest-
ments of the infrastructure management company. Moreover, the subsidy of Infrabel 
is fixed and does not depend on its performance. It is also asserted that the compa-
ny’s management constantly tends to demand public refinancing, without seeking to 
increase its own revenue. Finally, Infrabel is said to have little difficulty in adapting 
the pace of its investment to its resources:

Infrabel has regular investments. They have always coped with it, as long as Infrabel 
has existed [...]: they just do with what they have, that’s all. And when they run out of 
money, well, they stop the works and that doesn’t really bother them.16

For their part, actors closer to Infrabel point to the structural lack of resources from 
which the rail sector is suffering in their view. They recall that Infrabel faced succes-
sive reductions of state subsidies throughout the 2010s: Whereas the SNCB/NMBS 
Group had already adopted a cost-saving plan under the Di Rupo government, 
the Michel government (2014–2020) endorsed significant additional cuts in subsi-
dies. Consequently, the business plan approved by Infrabel’s Board of Directors in 
2017 aimed at major savings, by speeding up digitalisation but also cutting oper-
ating costs and further reducing staff (Infrabel, 2018, p. 37). More generally, some 
interviewees question the match between Infrabel resources and missions: They feel 
that Infrabel’s new resources are insufficient to meet the requirements set by the 
government. They also appear cautious about the refinancing foreseen in the perfor-
mance contract, suggesting a possible discrepancy between governmental commit-
ments and the amounts that will eventually be paid to Infrabel. Finally, they point to 

16	 Interview 9, FPS Mobility and Transport (1), 13 March 2024.
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a mismatch between the political vision of infrastructure and Infrabel’s operational 
needs, arguing that the government unduly favours capital expenditure (‘CAPEX’) to 
the detriment of network maintenance (‘OPEX’):

When you spend money on CAPEX, you get the impression that you’re doing something 
tangible, that you can understand and communicate to your electorate. And I under-
stand that CAPEX is intellectually easier to grasp. But the reality is that if you build 
CAPEX, you build tracks. So, at some point, you’re going to have to maintain them.17

3.3	 Personnel
The most notable trend in Infrabel’s personnel management is a major contraction 
in employment, which has exceeded 30% of the workforce since its creation: In 2023, 
the company employed 9,554 full-time equivalents (FTEs), compared with 13,628 
in 2005 (Figure  3). This can be explained by several factors: the non-replacement 
of retiring staff, the automation of tasks, and significant increase of productivity, 
resulting from the concentration of 365 signalling stations spread across the country 
into ten cabins and the grouping of around 300 workstations into 44 integrated logis-
tics centres. Former CEO Luc Lallemand describes this “improvement of the indus-
trial tool” as his “obsession” during his fifteen-year term at the head of Infrabel.18

For their part, unions argue that Infrabel workers are being subjected to “ever-in-
creasing pressure to do more with less”: They highlight the lack of staff in operating 
structures and compare HRM within the company to “a thread about to break”.19 In 
response, Infrabel performance contract plans a (slight) increase in employment (see 
Figure 3). Another consequence of downsizing is the emergence of a “subcontracting 
culture”20: Major projects are outsourced to private service providers, with Infrabel 
staff content to carry out preventive and corrective maintenance. The main motiva-
tion is budgetary: having controllable cost items that can be adjusted to the available 
resources. Yet, unions are concerned about the scale of outsourcing, fearing deteri-
orating safety conditions and increased accident risks.

17	 Interview 3, Infrabel, 25 November 2022.
18	 Interview 8, Luc Lallemand, Former CEO of Infrabel (2005-2020), 28 February 2024.
19	 Interview 6, Christian Trade Union, 19 February 2024.
20	 Interview 6, Christian Trade Union, 19 February 2024.
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Figure 3. Infrabel Staff (2005–2032), in Full-Time Equivalents (FTE)
Sources: Infrabel annual reports and performance contract (2023–2032)

These developments can be interpreted as a result of the declining influence of 
railway unions. Although still involved in consultative bodies, trade unions were 
excluded from the Board of Directors of the (then unitary) railway company in 2002. 
Minister Durant (Ecolo) then sought to increase the authority of the Board of Direc-
tors by splitting the positions of director and manager (at that time exclusively held 
by Socialists and Social Christians). In return, the liberal parties demanded that the 
two representatives of the trade unions be removed from the Board. As the former 
Green Minister sums up:

SNCB/NMBS was a rather unusual model, in which the managers were also members 
of the Board and the unions sat on the Board with the managers. [...] I wanted to reform 
this system to make the company a little less ‘friends of friends decide everything 
amongst themselves’. [...] I wanted to get the managers out, so that they would take on 
the role of managers reporting to the Board, and not as members of the Board them-
selves. Of course, I had to negotiate this with the coalition partners and at that point, 
the Liberals said, “Let’s get the unions out, too”. It wasn’t my main battle, but it was 
part of a compromise that I accepted. I accepted it even more because I didn’t really 
see the added value of having them on the inside to do their job as unions.21

21	 Interview 7, Isabelle Durant, Former Green Minister for Transport and Mobility (1999-2003), 
26 February 2024.
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When the unitary railway company was split in 2005, a single employment structure 
was maintained at SNCB/NMBS Holding to safeguard the single statute of railway 
workers, at the request of the union. However, Infrabel and SNCB/NMBS failed to 
respect the division of competences within the SNCB/NMBS Group. In practice, both 
companies took over personnel management missions assigned to the Holding, as 
explained in this quote:

Infrabel was not happy with the HR function. It was already trying to take over activ-
ities little by little, year after year by saying, “We’re going to do the advertising and 
recruitment campaigns ourselves”.22

In 2014, the creation of HR Rail was supposed to mitigate the transition from organ-
isational to institutional separation. Though presenting this structure as “symbol-
ically important” due to its role in social dialogue, one trade union representative 
nonetheless describes it as an “empty shell” and the “weak link in the structure”.23 
In comparison with the three-headed model, the HR subsidiary currently occu-
pies a subordinate position towards Infrabel and SNCB/NMBS. In addition, HR Rail 
has limited resources to carry out its tasks. As a result, the other two state-owned 
companies had no hesitation in increasing their HRM autonomy by creating their 
own HR department. The following extract highlights this gap between the rationale 
behind the creation of HR Rail and its concrete working:

In 2013, it was: “Mum and Dad are getting divorced and they’re going to have a baby 
together: it’s HR Rail”. They didn’t particularly want it. [...] It’s something that was put 
in place [...] to satisfy the trade unions, by saying: “We’re keeping the single statute and 
we’re going to put HR Rail in the law, look how beautiful that is!” But in reality, both 
companies have their own HRM policies, which are not necessarily the same.24

Infrabel and SNCB/NMBS display increasingly divergent preferences in terms of 
recruitment and employment relations. According to one trade union official, “the 
statutory nature of employment [...] does not create a problem at SNCB/NMBS”, 
while Infrabel favours “a trend towards contractual employment”.25 The following 
extract highlights different corporate cultures at SNCB/NMBS and Infrabel:

22	 Interview 5, SNCB/NMBS, 9 November 2022.
23	 Interview 2, Socialist Trade Union, 18 November 2022. 
24	 Interview 9, FPS Mobility and Transport (1), 13 March 2024.
25	 Interview 2, Socialist Trade Union, 18 November 2022.
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There has been a change in mentality and in the companies’ philosophy, which is very 
different. [...] [Infrabel] is a much more modern company, much more in tune with 
the way companies and organisations operate today. And I find that at SNCB/NMBS… 
Obviously, they are also starting out with very concrete and very strong constraints, 
but I find that they are still very much in the old regime.26

This divergence partly stems from the profile of the staff recruited by both compa-
nies and the competition faced by Infrabel to recruit specialised profiles, such as 
engineers and technicians. In this context, the single statute of railway workers is 
portrayed as a rigid tool, reducing the company’s attractiveness compared with its 
private competitors. Although there is little data on this subject, Minister Gilkinet 
indicated that in November 2020, Infrabel counted 12.4% contract staff among its 
10,133 employees (Belgian Chamber of Representatives, 2021). However, the propor-
tion of contract employees is much higher in recent recruitments: In 2020, it stood 
at 36.6% (266 out of 726). Contractualising is also pronounced among managers, as 
Infrabel no longer recruits engineers on a statutory basis.

4.	 Discussion: (Re)assessing Infrabel’s Autonomy – 
Nuanced, Dynamic, and Negotiated

This discussion stresses three key dimensions of Infrabel’s autonomy, namely its 
nuanced, dynamic, and negotiated features. Firstly, our empirical findings display a 
nuanced picture of Infrabel’s autonomy based on the six dimensions highlighted by 
Verhoest et al. (2004). In essence, the company enjoys a significant degree of legal 
autonomy and operational managerial autonomy, whereas the federal government 
retains structural control and financial control. Moreover, our analysis shows variable 
results regarding policy autonomy and result-oriented control.

Infrabel’s most developed dimension of autonomy is arguably its legal autonomy. 
Since 2005, this externally autonomous company has been imbued with its own 
legal personality, missions, assets, and management bodies. In 2014, the transi-
tion towards institutional separation further extended its legal autonomy, notably 
towards the SNCB/NMBS. Moreover, Infrabel enjoys notable operational mana-
gerial autonomy both in financial and HRM areas. This is illustrated by its ability to 
generate its own revenues and the cost-saving plans adopted in the 2010s (oper-
ational financial autonomy), as well as noticeable downsizing of the workforce and 
growing outsourcing (operational HRM autonomy). However, the federal govern-
ment maintains structural control over Infrabel, notably through the appointment 

26	 Interview 3, Infrabel, 25 November 2022.
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of its CEO and entire Board of Directors. Although used cautiously in practice, the 
oversight minister also has the power to exercise ex ante control over decisions of 
the company through governmental commissioners. Moreover, the Belgian state 
keeps exercising strong financial control: In 2022, public grants accounted for 43% of 
Infrabel resources. Besides, the reduction of infrastructure fees demonstrates the 
government’s ability to structurally alter Infrabel’s sources of income—hence the 
company’s lack of strategic financial autonomy.

Secondly, our analysis highlights the dynamic nature of Infrabel’s autonomy, 
depending on the actual implementation of a series of managerial instruments. The 
management contract is a case in point: By allowing the company to participate in 
defining its objectives and how to achieve them, it strengthens its policy autonomy 
vis-à-vis political (and administrative) oversight authority—particularly in compar-
ison with the unilateral extension by the government experienced between 2013 
and 2022. In return, Infrabel is supposedly subjected to result-oriented control by the 
government, based on performance indicators. However, close examination of the 
latest performance contract shows that its control function is limited and secondary 
to the political objective of refunding the railway company. Similarly, Infrabel’s 
consolidation has not (yet) resulted in increased financial control. On the contrary, 
it seems to have increased its operational financial autonomy, as exemplified by the 
loan concluded with the FDA against the advice of the supervising minister. It never-
theless remains to be seen whether this conclusion will hold firm under the more 
stringent budgetary policy conducted by the De Wever government (Evrard & Piron, 
2025). Lastly, the common railway employer, HR Rail, formally constrains Infrabel’s 
strategic HRM autonomy. Yet, the limited resources of this subsidiary have enabled 
Infrabel to bypass this division of tasks and develop its own HR policy, increasingly 
based on contractual recruitment.

While a significant part of the literature on bureaucratic autonomy emphasises 
the heterogeneity between organisations (Meyer & Hammerschmid, 2010; Verhoest 
et al., 2010), our analysis thus highlights heterogeneity within a single organisation 
over time. It demonstrates that autonomy is not static, but dynamic and periodi-
cally re-enacted in the implementation of a series of instruments whose effects may 
vary over time. In line with the theory of public policy instrumentation (Lascoumes 
& Le Galès, 2007), which has long highlighted the unintended effects of policy tools, 
this paper reaffirms the methodological relevance of in-depth, longitudinal and 
interpretive case studies to assess whether given public policy instruments actu-
ally strengthen or reduce organisational autonomy. In other words, our nuanced 
empirical findings demonstrate the value of contextualised analyses of organisa-
tional autonomy and control, next to survey questionnaires largely used to measure 
and compare both phenomena through the self-perception of managers and “very 
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limited empirical data”—sometimes limited to one person per agency or country, as 
recalled by Bezes and Jeannot (2018, p. 6).

Thirdly, the above-mentioned instruments demonstrate Infrabel’s ability to 
increase its autonomy in the implementation phase. Yet, this additional degree of 
autonomy is also precarious, as it is negotiated with the federal government and 
conditional on its (tacit) agreement. As a quasi-exclusive shareholder, the latter 
can promptly strengthen its control over the company by more strictly applying its 
control prerogatives. In addition, it may also unilaterally change the rules applicable 
to Infrabel, thereby potentially reducing its autonomy—for instance by curtailing its 
own sources of financing or not renewing its management contract. This stresses 
the “relational nature” of bureaucratic autonomy (Maggetti & Verhoest, 2014, p. 250), 
which is never irreversibly acquired or lost, but periodically renegotiated.

Consequently, the objectives of the federal government regarding railway policy 
ultimately appear to be the key explanatory factor of Infrabel’s actual degree of 
autonomy. In practice, these goals fluctuate depending on strategic, legal, fiscal, and 
political motives such as transposing European requirements, making budgetary 
savings and efficiency gains or re-financing the railway sector, and preparing SNCB/
NMBS to competition. This last dimension highlights the close ties that still bind the 
two Belgian railway companies, despite their legal separation. When their demands 
come into tension (e.g. regarding debt sharing or the infrastructure fee), our empir-
ical analysis has shown that the government tends to rule in favour of SNCB/NMBS, 
due to Infrabel’s lack of exposure to competition. This conclusion contributes to 
debates on the implementation of the European policy of public service liberalisa-
tion (Clifton et al., 2007; Schmitt, 2013; Smith, 2005) by showing that the horizon 
of competition also impacts national railway reforms in a country such as Belgium, 
where this sector has not (yet) been privatised or effectively submitted to competi-
tion (liberalised).

Conclusion
A prerequisite for introducing competition between transportation companies, the 
unbundling of infrastructure management and transportation activities has been 
relatively neglected by the literature on the EU railway liberalisation policy. To 
shed light on this understudied yet key dimension, this paper has questioned the 
autonomy of the Belgian infrastructure management company, Infrabel. To this end, 
we conducted a longitudinal case study of Infrabel (1999–2024) based on documen-
tary analysis and semi-structured interviews. Drawing upon Verhoest et al.’s (2004) 
multi-dimensional approach to the concept of autonomy, our results highlight the 
nuanced, dynamic, and negotiated nature of this company’s autonomy.
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Next to its innovative empirical focus on Infrabel, our examination brings a 
twofold contribution to debates on the implementation of EU liberalisation policies. 
By highlighting the dynamic nature of Infrabel’s autonomy over time (depending on 
the actual implementation of a series of policy tools), it reaffirms the methodolog-
ical relevance of in-depth case studies on this phenomenon—next to comparative 
survey questionnaires, which dominate the field of public administration. In addi-
tion, it demonstrates that the horizon of competition underlying EU liberalisation 
policies also influences railway reforms in countries, such as Belgium, where this 
sector has hitherto not been privatised or liberalised (i.e. effectively submitted to 
competition).

At this stage, many questions remain as to the evolution of the railway sector in 
Belgium. For instance, the De Wever government formed in early 2025 has so far 
confirmed Infrabel’s investment scheme. However, it remains to be seen whether the 
company will effectively be able to escape the consequences of fiscal austerity. The 
government also calls for “modernising” railway personnel policy and transferring 
HR missions to Infrabel and SNCB/NMBS (Belgian Federal Government, 2025, p. 104). 
Does it foreshadow the outright abolition of HR Rail and the end of the (no longer so) 
unitary status of railway workers at a time when the status of civil servants is being 
critically challenged (De Visscher et al., forthcoming)? More generally, will this right-
wing government accelerate the liberalisation or privatisation of the railway sector in 
Belgium? And is the latter up to the challenge of ecological transition?

Theoretically, our refined empirical results call for extending such in-depth, 
longitudinal research designs to other national settings and ‘network’ sectors (tele-
communications, electricity, gas, etc.) to improve our understanding of the conse-
quences of liberalisation policies on bureaucratic autonomy, the transformation of 
public organisations, and the quality of public services.
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Appendix 1. Sources of the documentary analysis
Documents (N=62) Description

Legal sources (N=29) –	 EU Regulation and Directives (N=9)
–	 National laws (N=6) and decrees (N=14) – including 

management and performance contracts (N=2)

Reports (N=15) –	 Infrabel’s annual reports and annual accounts (N=5)
–	 Reports from EU institutions (EU Commission and Eurostat), 

national institutions (Court of Audit, NAI) and consultancy 
firm (N=10)

Political documents 
(N=8)

–	 Government agreements (N=5)
–	 Parliamentary debates (N=3)

Other official sources 
(N=10)

–	 Official press releases (N=5): federal government and 
ministers

–	 Official websites (N=5): Infrabel, Infrabel Open Data, HR Rail, 
SNCB/NMBS, Regulatory body

Appendix 2. Summary of the interviews
# Organisation Date Recording Duration 

(min.)

1 FPS Mobility and Transport 04-11-2022 Yes 60

2 Socialist Trade Union 18-11-2022 Yes 80

3 Infrabel 25-11-2022 Yes 68

4 Federal Parliament 07-12-2022 Yes 75

5 SNCB/NMBS 09-12-2022 Yes 91

6 Christian Trade Union 19-02-2024 No 57

7 Isabelle Durant, Former Green Minister 
for Transport and Mobility (1999–2003)

26-02-2024 Yes 58

8 Luc Lallemand, Former CEO of Infrabel 
(2005–2020)

28-02-2024 Yes 100

9 FPS Mobility and Transport (3 
interviewees)

13-03-2024 Yes 96

10 Advisor of the Green Minister for 
Mobility (2020–2025)

21-03-2024 Yes 101

Duration of interviews Total 786

Average 78.6
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Appendix 3. Generic interview guide

Introduction
	– Presentation of the research objectives
	– Presentation of the interviewee: current and past functions and links with Infrabel

Organisation of the railway sector and Infrabel
Organisation of the railway sector
	– How do you explain the transition from a unitary structure to organisational and 

institutional separations? What are the advantages and disadvantages of each 
model?

	– How are missions shared between Infrabel, SNCB/NMBS and HR Rail? Do you find 
this system efficient?

	– What are the relationships and main sources of tension between Infrabel and 
SNCB/NMBS?

Organisation of Infrabel
	– What are the advantages and disadvantages of the status of autonomous public 

company?
	– What are the relationships and main sources of tension between Infrabel and the 

government/supervising minister?
	– What are the various forms of control exercised over Infrabel by the government?
	– What is the role of the management contract? How is it negotiated and imple-

mented?

Budget and finances
	– What are Infrabel’s main resources and expenses? How have they changed over 

time?
	– What are the financial relationships between Infrabel and the Belgian State? Do 

you think that the level of public funding is sufficient?
	– Do you think that Infrabel’s debt is significant? What are the reasons for its evolu-

tion over time?

Personnel
	– What is the influence of trade unions within Infrabel? How has this changed over 

time?
	– What are working conditions at Infrabel? How have they changed over time?
	– What are the tasks of HR Rail? What are its relationships with Infrabel?
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