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This short note puts forward some ideas related to the relation between the GTF approach and our modelling experience at European level. 

1.
GTF to improve the link between databases and transport models

One of the benefits to be expected by GTF is about database classification for their use in transport modelling. In an ideal situation where all databases make available their own GTF translator, it would become much easier to analyse their content and to compare data among different sources. 

It seems quite clear that the choice of a common format for transport data does not imply that existing databases (e.g. EUROSTAT or national statistics, institutional data, etc.) will automatically go towards a harmonisation of their content. Indeed transport modellers are only a small percentage within the community of databases users and therefore it is likely that there will be resistance to radical changes of data structures, which are normally built for a wide range of purposes. Thus it is likely that databases will continue to be different among themselves, in many cases presenting incoherent data. Nevertheless, the GTF conceptual model would be a significant help for the modellers to look inside the databases and to better understand which the most appropriate for their scope.

Making a distinction between, on the one side, basic databases (e.g. EUROSTAT statistics) and, on the other side, model databases (the result of modellers’ work starting from raw available data, including basic databases), the recommendation would be to adopt the GTF conceptual model at basic data level. If each model database is based on the same elementary components, models would be easier to compare when answering questions like: do they have the same definition of flows? do they have the same definition of link types? do they have the same zoning system? Thus the objective would be to force “transport oriented” databases owners/producers to go towards a common format like GTF.

It seems important to highlight that a GTF oriented model database would be easier to be explored and compared with others, but this doesn’t imply that it can be transferred to another application. This would happen because each modeller normally merges basic data and makes them consistent with reference to its specific model design. It is then very likely that another modeller would need a different structure. So, the model databases could be compared – and this is good – but a few resources would be saved in building a new one. Conversely, benefits would be greater if the GTF harmonisation efforts were made since the origin of the process, using the most detailed definition of modes, commodity groups, etc. so that every modeller could use the same source and aggregate data according to its specific requirements.

1.1
Experience in analysing databases at European scale

What is argued above is suggested from our experience of data users. In the course of the development of the two research projects STREAMS and SCENES – both awarded by EC Directorate General VII in the IV Framework Research Programme – an extensive use of freight transport data was carried out. 

Different organisations produce data of freight traffic in Europe, anyway, EUROSTAT is definitely the most important and complete reference for European freight transport data and two main databases report data on freight flows: External Trade by Mode of Transport (TREX) and NewCronos – theme 7 (NC). Neither TREX nor NC constitutes a complete database of European freight traffic. Both sources miss some data and, in both sources, some of data reported is not fully reliable. Methods of data collection are different, modes are not defined (although only implicitly) in the same way, group of commodities are different, etc. Nevertheless, if a complete picture of freight transport in Europe is needed, information from both databases has to be merged.

· The TREX database is based on custom declarations by transport operators (for transport outside EU) and trade declarations by manufacturers, and then the information about the modal split raises a considerable uncertainty. Indeed manufacturers are usually able to appreciate only the transport mode of their terminal stage of the shipment and so they ignore the actual main mode used along the journey. Besides, intermodal transport (road + rail) is classified as ‘road’ and when container or swap bodies are used shipments are registered under the NST/R chapter 9 (Machinery and Miscellaneous Articles) disregarding the actual nature of goods carried.

· NC is built thanks to national surveys in each EU country regarding means registered in that specific country, so that all non-EU trucks are excluded as they are not sampled in any countries. Second, although statistics about tons-km of international consignments by country are provided by NC, they refer only to the part of trip which take place within the customs of the country which dispatches or receives the goods. Therefore, to know the total amount of tons-km carried for international shipments, figures regarding transit in third countries should be added. However, the transit figures are not available for road from NC. Finally, NC data includes trips to or from ports within the national traffic, even if the goods loaded or unloaded at ports come from or are directed to foreign countries. This means that national traffic is overestimated mainly for small countries with relevant port activities (e.g. The Netherlands or Belgium). 

The two data sets were processed and merged to build the STREAMS/SCENES model database according to the specific model requirements, i.e. adopting specific solutions to the multiple gaps on the basis of transport flows definition, transport modes components, etc. A GTF classification of the resulting transport model database would make it more transparent, but certainly would not help that much in its transferability to other applications. Life would be definitely easier a major step towards GTF direction would be taken by the basic databases (see box overleaf).

To summarise, in our opinion the adoption of the GTF could be useful to compare the data structures of different models. Furthermore, the basic idea of GTF could be very important when transferred to the production of basic data by official sources.

2.
GTF to compare transport models results

The positive benefits of GTF expected in the comparison of transport models data structures might be less relevant with reference to the comparability of transport models results. This is because normally transport models have different designs, different purposes and therefore different focus on the results to be produced. Considering strategic transport models, i.e. those under examination at the EU level, it is quite clear that there are differences in the type and the number of passenger and freight transport flows, in the network density, in the representation of intermodality, etc. All the above makes it extremely difficult to compare their result in a systematic way, even with the help of the GTF conceptual model. On the other hand, the role of GTF would be significant in terms of standardisation of the procedure to interrogate transport models and to retrieve their results.

The picture is different when we come to network assignment models: also in this case there are differences among the models (algorithms, vehicle classification, etc.) but at the end of the day they all provide loads on network links and thus results are definitely more comparable, provided that the definition of model elements is a common one. Therefore, the benefit of GTF here would be certainly significant.


A few notes for a transport-friendly database of freight transport in the EU

The same principle as that behind the GTF, - i.e. homogenisation and standardisation of basic elements - could be used to build a database of freight transport which could be a reference for most of transport modellers at European scale. Among the main requirements of such database we could mention:

· Specification of the the total national traffic components in NewCronos. The total volume of traffic should be divided into two categories: ‘pure’ national traffic and ‘seaborne’ national traffic. In such a way it could be immediate to refer to one aggregate or to another according to what data is needed for. The same could be applied to the international data, in order to distinguish the amount of traffic which is born in the country where the survey is carried out and the traffic for which the means of transport of a country are only a go-between for a trade involving two different countries. If the dimension of the national surveys permits, the third country (origin or destination of the international seaborne haul surveyed) might be identified as additional information in order to crosscheck TREX.

· Aside of the current data regarding national freight traffic, NewCronos should ideally be added with a section devoted to sea shipping. This means every EU member country should carry out a survey at ports.

· TREX data should be homogenised in order to achieve a consistent matrix where the amount of goods imported by country A from country B is equal to the amount of goods exported by country B to country A. Of course this should be true for all modes and all types of commodities. As the TREX is the result of thousands of independent declarations, it is unlikely that consistent data can be obtained by verifying the raw data. Most likely, statistical procedure might be adopted to adjust the matrix (as most of data is only slightly different between import and export).

· In order to make NewCronos data fully comparable to other European Statistics, EUROSTAT should require that national survey provide data with a territorial break-down which match the NUTS II classification. This means that national surveys should adopt the NUTS classification or a further break-down.

· After the different corrections, TREX and Newcronos data should be partially overlapping. For instance, rail traffic should ideally report the same figures in both databases. This is not true for road freight traffic as NewCronos would not take into account cabotage i.e. trucks of third countries. Anyway, the information from one database could be used to check and validate data of the other database. The ideal situation of perfect correspondence would be difficult to achieve, but a better degree of reliability could be obtained.
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