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Abstract

The purpose of the study is to present and describe Italy´s public policies for rail tourism 
and rail heritage as well as to describe Fondazione FS Italiane core activities and its linkage 
with the strategies defined for Italy´ tourism sector. The study was based on qualitative 
methodology and is a case study. Data collected method consisted of document analysis 
and literature review. Results reveal that in the 2013-2023 period national policy for Italian 
tourism sector dedicated special importance to rail tourism through legislative initiatives and 
public funding. Results shows that Fondazione FS Italiane is boosting rail tourism through its 
touristic trains, partnerships, programs and through the €80m project “Binari senza tempo”, 
responsible for the reopening of more than 800km of regional routes closed to commercial 
services. Ridership in Fondazione FS vintage trains increased from 30,000 passengers 
in 2014 to 90,000 in 2022. Between 2014 and 2022, the economic impact of Fondazione 
FS Italiane trains and initiatives is worth in €50.6m. The outcome of the study shows the 
positive impact of rail revival and touristic trains in regional development by creating new 
socioeconomic dynamics contributing, as well, to reinstate regular trains/public services. 
But this is only achieved if truly supported and prioritized at institutional level through public 
policies and strategies. 

Keywords: public Policies, rail tourism, rail heritage, regional development, Italy 
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POLÍTICAS PÚBLICAS EN TURISMO FERROVIARIO Y 
PATRIMONIO FERROVIARIO: LA FONDAZIONE FS ITALIANE

Resumen 

El objetivo de esta investigación es presentar y describir las políticas públicas italianas en 
materia de turismo ferroviario y patrimonio ferroviario, así como describir las principales 
actividades de la Fondazione FS Italiane y su relación con las estrategias definidas para el 
sector turístico italiano. El estudio se basó en una metodología cualitativa y es un estudio 
de caso. El método de recopilación de datos consistió en el análisis de documentos y la 
revisión bibliográfica. Los resultados revelan que en el período 2013-2023 la política nacional 
para el sector turístico italiano dedicó especial importancia al turismo ferroviario a través 
de iniciativas legislativas y financiación pública. Los resultados muestran que Fondazione 
FS Italiane está impulsando el turismo ferroviario a través de sus trenes turísticos, 
parcerías, programas y a través del proyecto de 80 millones de euros “Binari senza tempo”, 
responsable de la reapertura de más de 800 km de rutas regionales cerradas a los servicios 
comerciales. El número de usuarios de los trenes de época de Fondazione FS aumentó 
de 30,000 pasajeros en 2014 a 90,000 en 2022. Entre 2014 y 2022, el impacto económico 
de los trenes y las iniciativas de Fondazione FS Italiane se cifra en 50.6 millones de euros. 
El resultado del estudio muestra el impacto positivo de la reactivación del ferrocarril y de 
los trenes turísticos en el desarrollo regional mediante la creación de nuevas dinámicas 
socioeconómicas que contribuyen también a restablecer el servicio público de transporte 
en trenes regionales. Pero esto sólo se consigue si realmente se apoya y prioriza a nivel 
institucional a través de políticas públicas y estrategias. 

Palabras clave: políticas públicas, turismo ferroviario, patrimonio ferroviario, desarrollo 
regional, Italia

TRENBIDE-TURISMOKO ETA TRENBIDE-ONDAREKO  
POLITIKA PUBLIKOAK: LA FONDAZIONE FS ITALIANE

Laburpena

Ikerketa honen helburua Italiako trenbide-turismoaren eta trenbide-ondarearen arloko politika 
publikoak aurkeztea eta deskribatzea da, bai eta Fondazione FS Italiane erakundearen 
jarduera nagusiak eta Italiako turismo-sektorerako zehaztutako estrategiekin duten lotura 
deskribatzea ere. Azterketa metodologia kualitatibo batean oinarritu zen eta kasu azterketa 
bat da. Datuak biltzeko metodoa dokumentuak aztertzea eta bibliografia berrikustea izan 
zen. Emaitzen arabera, 2013-2023 aldian, Italiako turismo-sektorerako politika nazionalak 
garrantzi berezia eman zion trenbide-turismoari, legegintza-ekimenen eta finantzaketa 
publikoaren bidez. Emaitzek erakusten dutenez, Fondazione FS Italiane tren-turismoa 
bultzatzen ari da bere tren turistiko, parkeria, programa eta 80 milioi euroko “Binari senza 
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tempo” proiektuaren bidez, merkataritza-zerbitzuetara itxitako 800 km-tik gorako eskualde-
ibilbideak berriro irekitzearen arduraduna. Fondazione FS-ren garaiko trenen erabiltzaileen 
kopurua 30.000 bidaiaritik 2014ean 90,000ra 2022an igo zen. Urte hauen artean, trenen 
eta Fondazione FS Italianeren ekimenen eragin ekonomikoa 50.6 milioi eurokoa izan da. 
Azterlanaren emaitzak erakusten du trenbidea eta tren turistikoak suspertzeak eragin positiboa 
duela eskualde-garapenean, eskualdeko trenetan garraio-zerbitzu publikoa berrezartzen 
laguntzen duten dinamika sozioekonomiko berriak sortuz. Baina hori lortzeko, politika 
publikoen eta estrategien bidez benetan babestu eta lehenetsi behar da erakunde-mailan. 
Gako-hitzak: politika publikoak, tren-turismoa, trenbide-ondarea, eskualde-garapena, Italia 

POLITIQUES PUBLIQUES EN TOURISME FERROVIAIRE ET 
PATRIMOINE FERROVIAIRE: LA FONDAZIONE FS ITALIANE

Résumé

L’objectif de cette étude est de présenter et de décrire les politiques publiques italiennes 
en matière de tourisme ferroviaire et de patrimoine ferroviaire, ainsi que de décrire les 
activités principales de la Fondazione FS Italiane et ses liens avec les stratégies définies 
pour le secteur touristique italien. L’étude est basée sur une méthodologie qualitative et 
est une étude de cas. La méthode de collecte des données a consisté en une analyse des 
documents et une revue de la littérature. Les résultats révèlent qu’au cours de la période 
2013-2023, la politique nationale pour le secteur touristique italien a accordé une importance 
particulière au tourisme ferroviaire par le biais d’initiatives législatives et de financements 
publics. Les résultats montrent que la Fondazione FS Italiane stimule le tourisme ferroviaire 
par le biais de ses trains touristiques, de ses partenariats, de ses programmes et du projet 
« Binari senza tempo «, doté de 80 millions d’euros et responsable de la réouverture de 
plus de 800 km d’itinéraires régionaux fermés aux services commerciaux. La fréquentation 
des trains d’époque de la Fondazione FS est passée de 30 000 passagers en 2014 à 90 
000 en 2022. Entre 2014 et 2022, l’impact économique des trains et des initiatives de la 
Fondazione FS Italiane s’élève à 50,6 millions d’euros. Les résultats de l’étude montrent 
l’impact positif de la renaissance du rail et des trains touristiques sur le développement 
régional en créant une nouvelle dynamique socio-économique qui contribue également à 
rétablir les trains réguliers et les services publics. Mais cet objectif ne peut être atteint que 
s’il est véritablement soutenu et priorisé au niveau institutionnel par le biais de politiques et 
de stratégies publiques. 

Mots clés: politiques publiques, tourisme ferroviaire, patrimoine ferroviaire, développement 
régional, Italie
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1. INTRODUCTION 

The United Nations World Tourism Organization (UNWTO), defines tourism as “a social, 
cultural and economic phenomenon which entails the movement of people to countries or 
places outside their usual environment for personal or business/professional purposes” 
(UNWTO, 2010, p. 1). For the European Commission1 tourism, as major economic activity 
in the European Union with great and wither impact on employment and in socioeconomic 
development, is considered a fundamental tool economic to reverse unemployment and 
economic decline. And being a phenomenon with economy impact in regions, places, local 
communities and even in visitors, rail transport together with other aspects such as types 
of destination, activities as well as the characteristics of the places visited can represent a 
touristic product (UNWTO, 2010). Rail tourism can be understood as the fusion between 
rail traveling to a destination by rail with experiences related with rail universe (stations, 
tunnels, viaducts, rolling stock, landscapes, and railway museums). The International Union 
for Railways (UIC – Union Internacionale de chemin de fer) considers rail tourism as “all 
tourism trips that includes the use of railways as the main means of transportation, or as the 
secondary means of transportation within the destination during a tourist trip or use a railway-
based tourist product or attraction within a tourist trip” (UIC, 2020, p. 6). For Monge & Yagüe 
Perales (2016) rail services assets can be categorized as rolling stock and rail infrastructure, 
landscapes, and cultural environment. Several touristic services combine assets of more 
than one of these categories to create products more attractive and elaborated. Also, rail 
tourism can be a very dynamic societal experience. Scenic railway journeys formed a new 
sort of tourism, specialized in providing diverse onboard experiences such as the opportunity 
for meaningful social interactions between passengers (Lee & Chen, 2017).

Railways erase strong interest and study particularly connected with subjects such as 
heritage, slow tourism, nostalgia, or sustainable tourism being these some of the mains 
subjects. The most recommended means of transport for slow tourism are bicycles, buses, 
trams, or trains (Bagnoli, 2016). Slow tourism is to consider the journey as a core component 
of the travel experience. Its development contributes to trivialize the experience of visiting 
territories that are not the most known contradicting the bases of mass tourism. Also, it rates 
other forms of tourist and cultural consumption that require more time and willingness to 
connect with the reality visited. Global emergencies such as climate change should question 
and jeopardise the large-scale model of the international mobility. Thus, and having this 
in consideration, there’s a recognition even more patent to promote a change in tourism 
sector and the importance of proximity. Slow tourism, in its version most concerned with the 
impact of tourism in the environment can generate interrelationships that both economically 
and socially can stimulate certain territories (Izcara, 2022). Concerning the relation between 
climate and sustainable mobility it is important to refer that rail transport is crucial to achieve 
EU’s 2050 climate neutrality goal. European railways represent only 0.4% of CO2 emissions 

1  Information retrieved from European Commission website at https://single-market-economy.
ec.europa.eu/sectors/tourism_en 
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and accounts only for 1.9% of transport energy consumption being also an important 
employer with 910,000 people working in EU rail sector (European Commission, 2023). 

And a sustainable touristic development tries to achieve three main purposes – economic 
growth, sociocultural equity, and environment conservation. Also, it’s possible to have a 
sustainable touristic development in the long term that can fulfil expectations not only from 
tourists but also local communities (Monge & Yagüe Perales, 2016) (Monge & Perales, 
2016). 

Rail tourism represents and can be defined as a sustainable way of travelling which 
consumes less energy and has a low environmental impact when compared with other 
means of transport (Givoni & Banister, 2008). And transport, normally considered as a 
supportive element in touristic experiences such as a scenic railway journey, can be itself 
the main experience or focus of the touristic experience (Lee & Chen, 2017). 

In tourism either are regular services or touristic operations, railways have an important role 
for heritage valorisation and nostalgia. It allows a better comprehension and appreciation 
of landscapes during the journey and the use of historic rolling stock such as steam 
locomotives allows not only to enjoy the industrial heritage but also to have a nostalgic 
experience. The valorisation of this heritage happened through memory, traditions, and 
the way of living in the past (Maia & Dias, 2010). By using historical trains in and for rail 
revival it’s possible to reproduce the ambience of nostalgia and history which can be of 
high interest for communities. Also, tourists could be attracted by touristic rail destinations 
to live remarkable experiences associated to nostalgia (Peira et al., 2022). Although the 
main purpose of railways is the existence of regular/commercial passenger services the 
promotion and development of historical trains in rail revival can boost heritage preservation 
and increase tourism activities. Pereira et al. (2022) argue that besides railways have their 
own natural value in terms of history and heritage, they can have a significant impact on 
local communities’ development through job creation, cultural exchange opportunities, as 
well as through the improvement of living standards. Employment generated by rail tourism 
are important to local and rural economies. Where they are particularly valuable, some of the 
jobs generated by rail touristic activities can be permanent instead of being only seasonal 
jobs (Blancheton & Marchi, 2013). 

According to Mamede et al. (2008) heritage preservation is of fundamental importance for 
the involvement of a community with its own culture and ambience and when is involved in 
the revitalization of touristic trains can be a great example of positive coexistence between 
tourism and cultural heritage. In addition, industrial heritage, from which railways are 
an asset, is a tool that can be a dynamic element able to generate local socioeconomic 
development. But to achieve it the coordination between public and private stakeholders, 
the interregional coordination and the participation of local communities are needed. Also, 
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the actions implement in industrial heritage depends on politics defined by both national and 
international organizations (Giralt, 2010).

Nevertheless, and concerning rail revival rail operators need to work with local authorities 
in order to wisely analyse the reopening of a disused, abandoned, rural branch line (Lee & 
Chen, 2017). (Lee & Chen, 2017).

Today, European rail tourism is growing due to potential environmental and socioeconomic 
benefits as well as for representing a new way of traveling and preserve industrial heritage 
identity. The study has as main objective to present and describe public policies in both tourism 
and railway heritage in Italy through the Fondazione FS Italiane by identifying its practices 
and the link with the strategies defined for the Italian tourism sector. Also, the main question 
that is used as guidance is: What impact does the Fondazione FS Italiane activity have on 
rail tourism in Italy? As hypothesis, the fact that the Foundation is institutionally supported by 
the Italian government and the public company Gruppo Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane justifies 
the important and active role in the promotion of railway tourism in Italy giving a strong social 
and economic contribution in the regions served by the historic trains. The objectives of 
the research are: i) identify the impact of rail tourism investment in the demand of touristic 
trains in Italy; ii) identify the economic impact of Fondazione FS trains and programs in the 
territory; iii) describe the contribute of both public investment and initiatives for the industrial 
heritage valorization through for the revival of rail infrastructure and historic rolling stock. 
This qualitative study is divided in six areas: i) Theoretical framework refers to themes such 
as Public Policy, Railways, Regional Railways and Rail Tourism; ii) Methodology in which 
is also presented and described the Fondazione FS Italiane as case study; iv) Results and 
Discussion; v) Conclusions; vi) References.

2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

2.1. Public Policy, Public Transport and Railways

It isn’t always easy to define and differentiate the concept of public policy, as the idea of public 
policy is sometimes too vague. This is the line taken by some authors when they present 
the definition of public policy. Parsons (1995) stresses that before starting to discuss the 
public policy concept, we need to consider what we mean by the idea of “public”. The author 
mentions that public policy has simply “to do with those spheres which are so designated as 
public”. It is possible to assume that “there is a sphere or domain of life which is not private or 
purely individual, but held in common” (Parsons, 1995, p. 3). Therefore, it can be presumed 
that the author highlights the “need of bordering public and private activity fields” (Chenrim, 
2008, p. 5). 

Furthermore, for Parsons (1995), public concept includes the “dimension of human activity 
which is regarded as requiring governmental or social regulation or intervention, or at least 
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common action” (Parsons, 1995, p. 3). It is applied in different sectors such as education, 
health, mobility, and transport networks (railways and motorways). This action is taken so 
that the good common interests can be safeguarded, as well as the market imperfections 
can be corrected (Chenrim, 2008, p. 3). Nevertheless, the dichotomy between public and the 
private isn’t recent. The differentiation between both has only started to be clearly defined 
since the end of the 70’s, with the emergence of the public choice theory (Chenrim, 2008, 
pp. 4-5). Public policies are the product of the political realities, values and ideology as well 
as power and decision-making processes. Local community leaders, bureaucrats, and other 
individuals and groups operating within or outside government rules influence public policy 
in several ways having the ability to change them (Hall & Jenkins, 1995). 

Also, it can be considered as a tool to achieve objectives and respond to society expectations. 
According to Rodrigue, Notteboom and Slack (2024) public policy can be seen as a way 
which governments intents to merge social, political, economic, and environmental objectives 
or aspirations with reality, being dynamic and evolutionary to respond the evolution of 
societies and its expectations. Directly connected with public policy, transport policies, due 
to the importance of transport and mobility in economic, social, and political activities are 
considered as a crucial in economic development. For Judt (2010b), public transport “is not 
just as another service”. In fact, more important than “carrying people from point A to point 
B”, railways are “a collective project with an individual benefit” (Judt, 2010b, p. 199). 

As long as they have “generated sociability” they also contributed to the creation of the “public 
life” concept. In this idea, there are included not only aspects such as “public places, public 
access or public premises” but also the concept of “public transport” (Judt & Snyder, 2012, 
p. 333). In a wider approach the overall definition of public transport includes several types 
of transport available to the public or societies such as buses, trains, metros, tramways, 
cable cars, bike-and car-sharing, taxis, bikes among others. This broad definition bases 
on the notion of access without ownership, acknowledging that a vast variety of transport 
services exist that are available to the public in general with the intention to respond mobility 
needs. Public transport can also be considered as a collective passenger transport by rail, 
motorway or sea operated regularly and available to the public at determined fares. (EGUM 
– European Commission Expert Group on Urban Mobility, 2024). 

Rail transport is often considered the backbone of sustainable mobility and a way to promote 
countries, societies, regions and socioeconomic development. For Judt “railways are an 
essential economic activity and essential public service, as well as rail stations and its 
services provided to the smallest community are a symptom and a symbol of the society” 
(Judt, 2010b, p. 199) . The author also considers that as long as railways are indeed both 
social and public service, treating them only as a business reveals a non-understanding of its 
truly nature (Judt, 2010a; Judt, 2010b). Watters II refers that economics as a discipline only 
slightly predates the railways. The author appoints that, railways are frequently use a public 
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policy instrument not only to combat road congestion and pollution, but also to contribute 
to modal shift from private transport to rail. And the rail sector has significant impact in how 
societies organize themselves (Watters II, 2007).

2.2. Regional Railways: Definition and Importance

Defining regional railways in Europe depends on the criteria established by each EU country 
for its rail system. However, there are similar aspects in such a European diversified reality 
that can contribute to find a clear definition. Regional railways are those which trains operate 
in routes with an extension between 15 and 70 km and have as main objective accomplish 
the social and public service mission in passenger transportation (Montada, 1995). 
According to the International Association of Public Transport (UITP) and the European Rail 
Research Advisory Council (ERRAC), regional railways serve mostly bordering of the main 
urban centres as well as rural areas characterised by low population density. The maximum 
distance between stations is 1 to 25 km and the average speed of the trains is 40 to 60 km/h. 
From a total track length with about 230,000 kilometres 54% are single track lines. Thus, part 
of the rail passengers travel in trains that run in single-track routes and a train journey takes 
less than an hour. Regional railways are also characterised by a large number of stations 
(in some cases over 50%) with no staff assigned to rail activity or rail commercial services. 
Also, this segment is almost entirely governed by Public Service Obligation (PSO) contracts 
between governments and operators being most of them public rail companies (UITP & 
ERRAC, 2016).

Regional railways have a prominent position in Europe, although in the last decades it has 
been overshadowed by the EU centralization of both policies and EU funding in high-speed 
rail corridors and in the Trans-European Transport Network (TEN-T). Thus, the need to 
understand more in deep the impact of regional and suburban railways aroused. In 2006, 
the European Rail Research Advisory Council presented the findings of an in-depth study 
to this sector: i) every year ridership is 6.8 billion passengers and the majority of them travel 
in public rail operators (85%); ii) regional and suburban railways generate a turnover of 
approximately €27bn and employs directly 360,000 workers; iii) the main “users” of regional 
trains are Switzerland, France, Germany and the United Kingdom (ERRAC, 2006). Although 
the study and data aren’t recent it gives a first look of the impact of regional railways having 
also in consideration the lack of publications and information directly related with this segment 
of European railways. Later, in 2016, a report about this segment and under the European 
“Foster Rail” project of UITP and ERRAC further strengthen its position by revealing that 
regional and suburban railways have 90% of the European rail passengers market share 
which means ten times more than air travel in Europe (UITP & ERRAC, 2016). 

The Commission for Territorial Cohesion Policy and EU Budget (COTER) also reveals 
the importance of regional railways in Europe’s rail system. According to the study “The 
contribution of the rail sector to delivering EU policy priorities at local and regional level” a 
major part of rail transport in the EU happens at a local and regional level. Regional railways 
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account for 89% of the total number of rail passengers and 50% of total passenger/km in 
Europe. The document also refers that, in terms of ridership, investment in regional rail 
infrastructure is more important than investment in the European high-speed network as 
well as that rail mobility requires a solid network of complementary routes (COTER, 2019).

Although literature effectively shows the importance of regional railways in Europe, the 
reality is very diverse, complex and is very interconnect and dependent of national polices 
and strategies that each EU Member-State has for its rail network. 

In other words, there are EU countries that gives more importance to regional railways than 
others. Also, rail closures in the last decades affected mainly several regional and rural lines 
considered non-profitable or with lack of rentability. Fortunately, this reality is being reversed 
in Europe in recent years through the practices of some EU countries by reopening regional 
routes and branches to commercial services, touristic/historic trains operations or for both. 
This is a reality that contributes for a responsible and sustainable tourism since railways are 
a recognized sustainable transport. And the industry can gain from it. Both tourist boards and 
regulatory authorities or other official bodies tend to present successful cases of responsible 
tourism. Such cases may involve sensible planning and consideration of sustainable 
practices which mitigate the negative effects of tourism development (Cooper et al., 2008). 
Nevertheless, rail revival scenarios for regular or touristic operations are directly dependent 
of what EU Member-States defines as policies and strategies for its national rail system.

2.3. Rail Tourism and Rail Heritage 

Defining rail tourism depends on how organisations, institutions or countries defines their 
tourism sector. However, it is possible to have a transversal and general definition. Rail 
tourism can be defined either a mode of transportation that tourist use to reach a touristic 
destination or else a tourist product on itself. In the last years there is a growing tendency 
to search for travel experiences in railways based on nostalgia and sense of history 
resulting a in a new kind of rail journeys (for national and international visitors) marketed 
as tourism products (UIC, 2020). And rail transport, as infrastructure, can be categorized 
as complimentary territorial touristic asset among others that are categorized as standards 
such cultural and natural assets as are landscapes, historic monuments, gastronomy, or 
local events. The touristic use of heritage can promote the preservation, rehabilitation, 
and diffusion of railways legacy. Also, it works as a historical and cultural resource that 
strengthens the identity of local communities and opens several development opportunities 
(Urzúa, 2015). 

For Blancheton & Marchi (2013) rail tourism is innately heterogeneous due to fact that the 
term railways comprehend diverse uses. The authors appoint for the concept of three systems 
which show the richness or diversity of rail tourist products and the variety of practices and 
initiatives associated to them: i) the first system shows touristic rail operators as almost 
a railway company with their own rolling stock, rail network and management. It includes 
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touristic railways, a route or line dedicated exclusive to touristic operations and without 
public service, narrow gauge railways and routes with tourism potential; ii) the second one 
refers to rail operations by a company or a non-profit association with vintage or luxurious 
trains on conventional rail network; iii) and the third system refers to tour operators activities 
where the operator whether a public or private entity or non-profit organisation charters 
historical trains and manages the travel experience having the responsibility of developing 
original and attractive tourist products or programs. 

Rail tourism market in Europe has an important role as an asset to promote countries, 
regions, local communities, and economics as well as social impact due the ability to create 
jobs. According to Future Market Insights2 Consultancy, the European rail market had an 
estimated size of €265.9bn in 2022 with projections appointing for €434.9bn in 2032. 

For a closer look, concerning studding the socioeconomic impact of rail tourism, one of the 
most relevant examples or case study is the UK. According to the Heritage Railway Association 
(HRA)3, there are more than 170 lines opened for tourism purposes, where several historic 
trains (steam and diesel locomotives, passenger coaches and diesel railcars) run regularly. 
Rail tourism in the United Kingdom is has rail network with 900 km extension, significantly 
formed by regional railways closed to regular services fifty and sixty years ago but reopened 
after through private investment, crowdfunding, volunteering and through public funding. Part 
of this network is connected with the British rail network. Operations and management of the 
historic lines and routes are mainly secured by associations and volunteers. It is estimated 
that rail tourism in the UK contribute approximately with €700m to the British economy and 
provide employment for around 4,000 people. This sector also provides skills training and 
apprenticeships, and these jobs are mostly located in areas of the country where employment 
opportunities, particularly for skilled workers, are low (APPGHR, 2019). 

Besides the socioeconomic impact, railways and rail heritage is widely and internationally 
recognised for its value, history and for the contribute for societies evolution. For the 
International Council on Monuments and Sites (ICOMOS), railways are one of the most 
important industrial assets to be considered as World Heritage Site, due to its contribution 
to the evolution of society at social, economic, political, and cultural level. ICOMOS appoints 
that the best recognition is the fact that current generations can continue to enjoy railway 
heritage and contemplate in the future, rail transport achievements of the past (Coulls, 1999). 

A European Parliament study (2013) on industrial heritage and agritourism in Europe, refers 
that tourism associated with rail heritage is very widespread and is often considered to be the 
“jewel in the crown of industrial heritage tourism” (DG IPOL, 2013, p. 50). Peira et al. (2022) 

2  Data retrieved from Future Market Insights website: https://www.futuremarketinsights.com/reports/
europe-rail-tourism-sector-outlook.
3  Data collected from Heritage Railway Association website at https://www.hra.uk.com/resources.
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argue touristic railways can help in the regeneration of small local communities, in example, 
those affected by deindustrialization. Also, it can have a significant role in the attractiveness 
development of a tourist destination working as a booster for territorial branding. In 2014, 
conclusions of the EU project CHARTS4 dedicated to heritage and culture, appoint that 
historic trains are a unique cultural asset with strong significance in Europe that need to be 
preserved and promoted by all stakeholders linked to cultural tourism. 

According to Virginija (2016), cultural tourism growth must be encouraged due to its 
particular advantages in several areas such as environment, local business, culture and 
transport, being equally important to preserve cultural and historical heritage as well as to 
create a positive image of countries or cities. Commercial operations with touristic trains 
in Europe’s regional and rural railways are a common reality. This is highlighted by the EU 
project ACCESS2MOUNTAIN5. This reality is often explored since some of the most scenic 
European rail routes are regional railways. Lee & Chen (2017) addresses that a route with 
rail touristic potential is particularly different when compared with others due to fact that it 
has distinctive and specific attributes such as nearby sights and attractions, rail infrastructure 
features, onboard comfort, frequency of services and its connectivity or the architecture of 
railway stations. Also, well-organized transport networks with good connectivity between 
rail and other forms of transport as well as the cooperation between rail operators, local 
authorities and transport operators is crucial for railways to be a travel alternative contributing 
therefore for rail tourism experience and consequently to a higher rail demand rate as well as 
to ensure a seamless railway journey without none or several transhipments.

As previously mentioned, regional railways in Europe are crucial and important but depending 
on national transport policies and programs of each EU country. In Italy, despite the great 
progress and advances of its railway sector through the development of its high-speed 
network, expansion, and modernisation of national railway network and through investment 
in the modernisation of its regional railways several rural lines and sections have also been 
closed in recent decades. The Gruppo Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane (Gruppo FS; Italian Italian 
State Railways Group) has 1289.8 km without rail traffic with several closed routes already 
been converted in greenways. There are 32 greenways built in rail infrastructure ceded 
by Gruppo FS constituting a network with a total of 515 km extension (Gruppo FS, 2022). 
According to Rovelli et al. (2020) disused rails are the preferred types of infrastructure to 
build greenways not only due to their physical characteristics, but also for having a reduced 
number of intersections and for being almost completely disconnected from road networks. 
Also, its easy as well as affordable to convert a disused rail route into a greenway when 

4  European project co-funded by INTERREG program, focused on the role of culture and heritage in 
the formulation and delivery of added value to regional strategies for sustainable tourism development 
and integration into local, regional, national and EU policies. Data retrieved from http://www.charts-
interreg4c.eu/good-practices/railway-heritage/.
5  European project co-funded by the ERDF to achieve durable environmentally friendly tourism 
accessibility and connection to, between, and in sensitive regions of the Alps and Carpathians. 
Information retrieved from http://www.access2mountain.eu/en/project/default.html.



Lurralde : inves. espac. 48 (2025), p. 051-080 ISSN 0211-5891 ISSN 1697-3070 (e)62

ANDRÉ MIGUEL RODRIGUES ALEIXO PIRES • JOSÉ LUIS GURRÍA GASCÓN

compared with the construction/implementation of a similar infrastructure. Spite of this reality 
Italy also invested in rail tourism and rail heritage through the refurbishment of historic rolling 
stock as well as through investments in infrastructure by reopening lines to regular touristic 
services. 

Currently there are more than 1,600 km of touristic routes, mainly formed by regional lines 
closed to commercial services and freight. According to ANFISA6, there are 26 touristic 
lines from which 18 are manage by Rete Ferroviaria Italiana7 (RFI). Regular services in 
historic trains are mainly secured by Fondazione FS Italiane (Italian Railway Foundation), 
a subsidiary of Gruppo FS created in 2013 dedicated to touristic operations with vintage 
trains, which has its own historic rolling stock fleet also running in national rail network on 
special occasions, events or within touristic rail programs. The country has an important rail 
heritage and national rail tourism has significant potential due to the cultural, historical, and 
scenic heritage of the rail routes being this touristic activity a useful tool for economies and 
operators at local level (Peira et al., 2023).

In Italy, rail tourism is directly linked with national public policies through legislative initiatives 
and as well as through plans and strategies for Italian tourism sector. In 2017 the Italian 
Parliament approved the implementation of the “LEGGE 9 agosto 2017, n. 128”, a law that 
identify and protects 18 routes closed to commercial services but with potential for reopening 
to historical trains and rail tourism. The routes were closed between the 80´s and the 2010 
decade. Some are already reopened and in others works are underway. Five years later, an 
interministerial decree – the “Decreto Interministeriale n.146/2022” from the Italian Ministry of 
Sustainable Infrastructures and Mobility, Ministry of Economy and Finance, Ministry of Culture 
and from the Ministry of Tourism –, identifies a total of 26 touristic lines situated between the 
north and south of national territory (Ministero delle infrastrutture e dei trasporti, 2022).

In line with the legislative initiatives and Fondazione FS activities are the national plans for 
tourism and culture which are also aligned national investments policy. In 2023 the Ministry 
of Tourism secured a total of €435m from the “Great Cultural Attractions Strategic Plan” 
in both Fondazione FS Italiane activities and rail tourism for reopening three rail routes 
closed in 1986, 1994 and 2016, rolling stock refurbishment, digitalisation, and multimedia. 
Investments are secured by EU funding under the National Recovery and Resilience Plan 
and will be concluded until 2026 (Fondazione FS, 2022). Concerning strategies, Italy’s 
national plans for tourism sector (“Piano Strategico di sviluppo del turismo”) for both 2017-
2022 and 2022-2027 periods envisages the promotion of slow tourism and rail touristic 
travels and experiences. (Ministero del Turismo 2016; 2023). 

Berutti (2023) refers that the country has a variety of attractions that can promote not only 
the industry of tourism, but also year-round activities and initiatives , such as slow tourism 

6  Italian safety authority. Information retrieved from ANFISA website: https://www.ansfisa.gov.it/
ferrovie-turistiche 
7  Italian rail infrastructure manager, a company of the Gruppo Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane (Gruppo FS).
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through vintage trains being a unique opportunity for the development of a new economic 
model with exceptional attributes such as sustainability. Several rail lines cross boundaries, 
scenic regions, or territories as well as small villages, and big cities. Through the preservation 
of the memory of these routes it is possible to promote still hidden areas of many territories 
as well as the idea of slow and sustainable tourism as a valuable economic asset (Rossato, 
2022). Lee & Chen (2017) appoints that the development of heritage railways trips as an 
alternative tourism choice has the ability tom add interest and meaning to a route´ landscape 
as well as to attract a large number of persons.

Aligned with national strategies for Italian tourism on 24th July 2023 the FS Group presented 
its new company named FS Treni Turistici Italiani (T.T.I.; Italian Touristic Trains). The main 
propose is to respond to growing demand for rail tourism in Italy and promote sustainable 
travel to well-known destinations as well as to sights off the main tourist routes. The main 
goal is to provide both luxury and tourist-focused train services by positioning rail travel “as 
an integral part of the holiday, a quality component of the overall tourist experience”. The new 
company will be focused in three different areas: i) Luxury - operating prestigious high-end 
trains, including Belmond’s Venice Simplon Orient Express and the new Orient Express La 
Dolce Vita, a luxurious rail service presented in 2021, with ticket sales launched in 2024 and 
that will start running in mid-2025. This new service is a rail cruise (one to three nights) and 
results from a partnership between private and public stakeholders such as Orient Express 
(a brand of the world-leading hospitality Accor Group), Arsenale Group (a multi-brand 
company with businesses in the areas of luxury hospitality and lifestyle) Trenitalia (Italian 
incumbent operator; a subsidiary of Gruppo FS) and Fondazione FS. It will be constituted by 
six luxurious trains with a total capacity of 62 seats and formed by 12 passenger coaches 
each. Trains will serve 14 Italian regions and 128 cities and villages running on national 
and, probably, international routes (ex.: Paris). A €240m is being invested in the Orient 
Express La Dolce Vita fleet with the rolling stock already under a major overhaul programme. 
Expectations appoint that the trains start to be delivered between the end of 2024 and until 
2026. Passenger will have nine itineraries available from which two of them will use routes 
reopened for touristic operations: Asti - Alba - Castagnole delle Lanze - Nizza Monferrato 
closed in 2012 and reopened in 2018, and the Sulmona-Carpinone (known as Transiberiana 
d’Italia) closed in 2011 and reopened in 2014; ii) Express & Historical Trains - operating 
excursions using Fondazione FS Italiane fleet as well as offering rail services, including 
night trains, on medium and long-distance routes between the main Italian cities and tourist 
destinations using coaches from the 1980s and 1990s that will be refurbishment at FS 
Group’s Rimini workshops; iii) Omnibus-Regional - providing affordable tourist services on 
routes in areas of interest for their scenery, gastronomy and history. Fondazione FS Italiane 
will operate in synergy with FS T.T.I. (Morino, 2024; Ferrovie.it, 2024; Fondazione FS, 2023; 
Fondazione FS, 2021; Berardi, 2021). 

T.T.I. was launched on 16th December 2023 its first service branded Expresso Cadore - a 
touristic night train between Rome and the small village of Cortina d’Ampezzo one of the 
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most popular touristic resorts in the Dolomites mountains, a territory classified as World 
Natural Heritage Area by UNESCO since 2009. The Cortina d’Ampezzo station which 
was without service since 1964 had again a direct train until the Italian capital. With a total 
capacity of 220 passengers, Expresso Cadore has space dedicated for luggage, bikes, and 
sports equipment, a 24-hour bar service, dinning-car, sleeping-cars with single and double 
bed cabins with dinner and breakfast service included, or 4 or 6-seater bunks that can 
also be reserved for groups. The train ran all weekends between mid-December 2023 until 
February 2024. On April 2024 the new company presented its new website and new two 
services: i) Espresso Versilia – from Milano to Livorno, crossing the famous Cinque Terre 
– UNESCO World Heritage Site and the Versilia region with two daily services per week 
from August to September; ii) Espresso Riviera – from Milano to Ventimiglia crossing the 
Riviera dei Fiori coastal area with two services on weekends from August to September. 
Both trains are formed mainly by 1st and 2nd classic passenger cars as well as a dining car. 
The company uses Fondazione FS Italiane fleet, and the trains are available for rent for 
private and public events, cinematographic activities or traveling exhibitions (T.T.I.8, 2024; 
FS News, 2023; Bauducco, 2024). Thus, because of rail tourism expansion its essential to 
reinforce operations with more vintage trains contributing therefore to industrial heritage 
valorisation by bringing them back on track. By the second semester of 2023 several 
bids where launched for rolling stock refurbishment and to maintain current fleet: i) €5.3m 
(excluding VAT) for steam locomotives maintenance; ii) Fondazione FS Italiane through 
national rail incumbent Trenitalia launched a €13.6m (excluding VAT) tender to refurbish 17 
passenger coaches from different years and typologies for touristic night train services; iii) 
additionally a tender worth €19.2m (excluding VAT) was also launched for a major overhaul 
of 11 electric units and 12 diesel railcars in order to reinstate them for touristic operations. 
(Ferrovie.it, 2023a; Ferrovie.it, 2023b; Campione, 2023). 

3. METHODS

The investigation is qualitative study due to the reason that allows to obtain a considerable 
amount of information and understanding concerning a specific situation. According to Luton 
(2015), qualitative research provides an insight into the complexity and context through 
an in-depth and dense description. Thus, it is also a descriptive study since it allows to 
describe the characteristics of a specific phenomenon (Gil, 2008). The investigation work is 
a case study. This methodological approach has as subject a contemporary phenomenon 
identified in real-life context contributing therefore to gather as much information as possible 
not only in terms of quantity, but also in terms of detail (Boutin, Goyette, & Lessard-Hébert, 
2012). Data collect method consisted in documental analysis and literature review. For this 
study, documental analysis was considered for obtaining information because it allows for a 
treatment of the data according to the research objectives (Gil, 1994). Data collect based on 
documental analysis has the advantage of being very useful in the choice of methodological 

8  Information retrieved from FS T.T.I. – Treni Turistici Italiani website at https://www.fstrenituristici.it/ 
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strategy and type of study methodology. Also, the fact that the documentation can be 
produced in a natural context (Moreira, 2007).

3.1. Case study: Fondazione FS Italiane 

The Fondazione FS Italiane9 (Italian Railway Foundation) was created on 6th of March 2013 
and has as main objective to preserve, manage and explore Italy’s rail heritage to value and 
deliver to the future generations the rail historical and technical assets that are real national 
testimony of the industrial development that contributed to Italy’s progress. The promoters 
of the Fondazione FS Italiane are the three main companies of the public company Gruppo 
Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane (Gruppo FS): Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane Corporate, Rete 
Ferroviaria Italiana (RFI; rail infrastructure manager) and Trenitalia (incumbent operator). , 
The Foundation is member of TopRail10 project since 2016. It has three workshops (DORS 
- Depositi Officine Rotabili Storici) at Milano, Pistoia, and La Spezia (where annually are 
organized open doors days to the public) and manages a fleet of 400 vehicles from which 
200 are fully operational. Historic trains operations are mainly secured by steam, diesel and 
electric locomotives. But some touristic trains are also formed by diesel or electric railcars.

The loco-hauled historic trains have passenger coaches of different typologies and years as 
well as a luggage wagon used not only by staff, but also for bike transportation or luggage 
storage. Two of the most common passenger coaches used are the Italian tailor-made 
coaches “Centoporte” built between the 1920 and 1950 decades and “Corbellini” built in the 
40’s and 60’s. One of the biggest and recently restoration projects involve the return to tracks 
of the iconic high-speed railcars dated from the 60’s and built by the Italian manufacturer 
Società Italiana Ernesto Breda: i) ETR 252 “Arlecchino”; ii) the ETR300 “Settebello”. These 
two trains are the remaining survivals of both ETR 250 and 300 series. After years of 
abandonment, in 2017 a complete functional and aesthetic overhaul started to reinstate ETR 
252 “Arlecchino” to its original state. After two years of restoration works and an investment 
of €3.3m the iconic train back on track in 2019 and since then is running in special occasions 
or events. The ETR300 “Settebello” was in a similar situation. After being abandoned during 
several years is being restored since 2021 in a partnership with Italian private rail industry. 
Total restoration is worth €13m. Both investments are secured by public funding. Fondazione 
FS headquarters is in Rome. The library counts with 50,000 catalogued volumes and has all 
the timetables since 1899. The Designs Archives preserve technical drawings and projects 
information in the areas of infrastructure and rolling stock. The Photos-Videos Archive has 
500,000 images representing Italy’s rail history from the post-war period until today. 

The Foundation also manages the National Railway Museum of Pietrarsa placed in one of 
Italy’s most important industrial heritage complexes, originally founded by king Ferdinando 
II. With 36,000 m2 the Museum lies between the sea and Mount Vesuvius, with a spectacular 
view of the Gulf of Naples. Besides being one of the most important rail museums in Europe 

9  Information retrieved from Fondazione FS Italiane website at https://www.fondazionefs.it/ 
10  UIC – International union of railways project dedicated to promote rail tourism.
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it’s also a modern cultural center that annually receives several events, initiatives, and 
conferences. With 55 historic vehicles in exhibition, in 2017 was inaugurated the renovation 
of the Museum after being invested €15m in restoring and modernizing several areas 
and layouts. It is served by the Fondazione FS Italiane’ Pietrarsa Express, a vintage train 
that runs from time to time during the year from Naples to Pietrarsa. Visitors increased 
significantly in the last years and since it’s under the umbrella of Fondazione FS: in 2014 
the Museum received 30,000 visitors; in 2023 the number was 260,000 visitors (Gruppo FS, 
2023a; Fondazione FS, 2024a). 

Concerning museums and museology, one of the main projects of Fondazione FS is the 
upgrade of the Trieste Campo Marzio Railway Museum which was inaugurated in mid-80s in 
the former Trieste Sant’Andrea station dated from 1906. The station was built by the Austro-
Hungarian Empire railways and acquired by the FS Group in 1923. 

Closed to rail traffic since the 60’s, it was converted to a museum in 1984 being the first 
station-museum example in Italy. In 2017 was closed to public in order to start modernisation 
and redevelopment works that includes a total renovation of the exterior and interiors as well 
as the construction of a railway themed hotel, a terrace and a covered courtyard prepared 
for events and cultural initiatives. The objective is to create a unique cultural space dedicated 
to both Italy and Europe rail history which will be also served by historical trains. A total 
of €18.5m funded by national budget are being invested from which €6.5m have already 
been entirely financed by the Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane S.p.A. (Italian State Railways), 
Ministry for Cultural Heritage and Activities and for Tourism, and by the Friuli Venezia 
Giulia Region. Works are expected to be concluded in 2026 (Gruppo FS, 2019; FS News 
2020; Bruzzo, 2024). Also works are already underway to restore and upgrade the deposit 
and rail roundabout of Torino Smistamento locomotive workshop. Built in 1911, and after 
years of disused, this industrial asset will be restored not only to support Fondazione FS 
Italiane rail operations but also to be a reference in north Italy as a cultural space with 
areas for conferences, events and for archive. Works are being financed by EU funding 
through National Recovery and Resilience Plan and are expected to be concluded in 2026 
(Fondazione FS Italiane, 2024b).

In order to continuously promote and disseminate rail culture as well as rail knowledge in 
Italy, the Foundation bought the Duegi Editrice publishing company founded in 1987, that 
has several publications and archives about the sector being the most known publication 
“TuttoTRENO” magazines which first issue started in January 1988. The sales contract 
between the former owners and Fondazione FS was signed on March 2022 and will allow 
to secure Duegi Editrice activities after the founder passed away in 2021 and create new 
editorial opportunities. Later in October was confirmed that the publishing company will have 
a new headquarters in the Abano Terme station placed the Padova-Bologna route. The 
station serves the thermal city of Abano Terme and was without use for several years. Works 
to upgrade the station were conducted during 2023 and the new Duegi Editrice headquarters 
was officially inaugurated on 27th January 2024. The station was fully restored being 
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brought back to its former glory and with new editorial, photographic and archives rooms. A 
conference room with 80 seats was created as well as a shop with rail-themed books and 
gadgets. In the external area it will be available a railway theme park and a literary café for 
cultural events such as book presentations and conferences (FS News, 2022b; FS News, 
2022a Ferrovie.it, 2024a). 

But the core business of Fondazione FS11 is the organization of vintage train journeys 
and programs along the most scenic routes and less known visited landscapes of Italy’s 
provinces and regions. It has several regular trains: Sebino Express; Treno Natura in 
Toscana; Porrettana Express; Archeotreno Express; Pietrarsa Express; Reggia Express; 
and Irpina Express. There are others that also run in specific times of the year such as the 
Sannio Express, Laveno Express, Lario Express, Treno “delle Risorgive e della Laguna”, 
Treno “Aria di Festa”, Treno degli Dèi, Treno di Dante, Treno storico da Napoli Centrale 
a Benevento, Il treno delle Capitali della Cultura, Treno del Sacro Monte, Treno storico 
Benvenuta Vendemmia, Lomellina Express, Treno storico Canelli e le Cattedrali Sotterranee 
and Treno storico da Milano a Como, Treno storico da Milano Centrale a Cremona, Treno 
Langhe Roero e Monferrato, Treno del tartufo bianco d’Alba, Treno storico da Agrigento 
Centrale a Porto Empedocle, Il rapido Arlecchino, Treno Folkest, Treno alla scoperta di 
Pinzano al Tagliamento e della Val d’Arzino, Treno delle Città Unesco, Treno dei castelli e dei 
mosaici, Treno Tempus Express, Treno delle Dolomiti Friulane, Garda Express, Treno dei 
Borghi più belli d’Italia, Treno alla scoperta dei borghi della Pianura Pordenonese, Treno di 
Pordenonelegge and Besanino Express, Lomellina Express, Treno Sapori d’Autunno, Treno 
Fiera di San Simone, Treno della zucca, Treno della Grande Guerra, Treno del formaggio, 
Treno dei Krampus, Treno Natura, and Treno dei Templi.

Rail touristic programs use not only the conventional rail network, but also rail routes 
reopened for rail tourism. The main project of Fondazione FS Italiane is the “Binari senza 
tempo” (Timeless Tracks) initiative. Since 2014 that more than 800 km of local and regional 
lines were reopened for touristic operations. They were closed in the 60´s, 70´s and in the 
90´s but most were closed in the 2010 decade. The “Binari senza tempo” project is formed 
by 13 routes located from the north to south. Figure 1 represents how the touristic routes are 
geographically distributed.

11  Information retrieved from Fondazione FS Italiane website at https://www.fondazionefs.it/
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Figure 1 . “Binari senza tempo” (Timeless Tracks) rail map.

Source: Adapted from Fondazione FS Italiane.

The 13 routes are presented and describe in the Table 1. Most of them are in Piemonte, 
Campania, Basilicata, and Puglia regions. Six of the touristic railways are in areas classified 
as Word Heritage site by UNESCO. (Fondazione FS Italiane, 2022).

Table 1 . “Binare senza tempo” (Timeless Tracks) rail touristic routes.

Route/Touristic 
Name Line Opening Closure Reopening Extension Region

1 - Ferrovia del 
Sebino

Palazzolo S.O. - 
Paratico Sarnico 1874-1876 1966 2014 10 km Lombardia

2 - Ferrovia della 
Val d’Orcia

Asciano - Monte 
Antico 1865-1872 1994 2014 51.2 km Toscana

3 - La 
Transiberiana 

d’Italia

Sulmona - 
Carpinone 1892-1897 2011 2014 118 km Abbruzzo-

Molise

4 - Ferrovia dei 
Templi

Agrigento Bassa - 
Porto Empedocle 

Succursale
1836-1876 1976 2014 10.1 km Sicilia
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5 - Ferrovia della 
Valsesia

Vignale - Varallo 
Sesia 1881-1886 2014 2015 54.1 km Piemonte

6 - Ferrovia del 
Tanaro Ceva - Ormea 1889-1893 2012 2016 35 km Piemonte

7 - Ferrovia 
dell’Irpinia

Avellino - 
Rocchetta 1892-1895 2010 2016/2018 119 km

Campania-
Basilicata-

Puglia
8 - Ferrovia del 

Sannio
Benevento - Bosco 

Redole 1870-1883 2013 2016 66.2 km Campania-
Molise

9 - Ferrovia 
Pedemontana

Sacile - Gemona 
del Friuli 1914-1967 2012 2017 74 km

Friuli 
Venezia 
Giulia

10 - Ferrovie 
delle Langhe-

Roero e 
Monferrato

Asti - Alba - 
Castagnole delle 

Lanze - Nizza 
Monferrato

1864-1870 2012 2018 58 km Piemonte

11- Ferrovia 
Subappennina 

Italica
Fabriano - Pergola 1895 2013 2021 31.6 km Marche

12 - Ferrovia 
del Basso 
Monferrato

Asti - Chivasso 1912 2011 2022 51 Km Piemonte

13 - Ferrovia 
delle Murge

Rocchetta 
S.Antonio 

Lacedonia - Gioia 
del Colle

1892 2016 2022 139.2 Km
Campania-
Basilicata-

Puglia

Source: Fondazione FS Italiane - ATLANTE delle linee ferroviarie turistiche (2022).

4. Results and Discussion

The results of the study reveal the contribution and impact of national strategies and policies 
for Italian rail tourism allowed not only to make Fondazione FS Italiane the national reference 
in rail tourism and rail heritage, but also to its development in terms of performance and as 
institution. According to “Piano Strategico di sviluppo del turismo 2017-2022” the Ministry 
for Culture (MiBACT) and Fondazione FS Italiane signed a convention to promote national 
rail tourism and tourism sustainability. Besides current regular touristic trains as well as 
the current and future rail services of the recently created FS T.T.I., investment is being 
conducted to revive rail infrastructure for vintage trains. As previously mentioned, €435m 
from the Italian National Recovery Plan are also being invested to reopen three regional lines 
closed in 1986, 1994 and 2016: i) Noto-Pachino (27.5 km); ii) Alcantara-Randazzo (37 km); 
iii) Gioia del Colle-Altamura-Rocchetta SAL (140 km). Two or these routes are mentioned in 
the “LEGGE 9 agosto 2017, n. 128” (Fondazione FS, 2022). This will allow to expand touristic 
operations and open new opportunities to diverse even more travel experiences by rail. Over 
the last decade Fondazione FS Italiane activities and trains are contributing to boost tourism 
in Italy through its own touristic programs, and through partnerships with several entities and 
autonomous regions. Figure 2 shows the evolution and upward trend in both the number 
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of passengers transported and the number of trains run by the Fondazione between 2014 
and 2022. In the same period more lines were reopened through the “Binare senza tempo” 
project, more trains were refurbished to return to rails, and new historical trains were created 
not only for the reopened lines but also to run in Italian national rail network.

Figure 2. Annual rail passenger transport of Fondazione FS Italiane historic trains.

Source: Gruppo FS - Rapporto di Sostenibilità (2014-2022).

Ridership on Fondazione FS vintage trains increased from 30,000 passengers in 2014 to 
100,000 in 2020. In Italy, 2020 was declared the “Year of Rail Tourism” but the pandemic by 
COVID 19 affected severely rail operations as it is proven in 2021 were numbers decrease 
by half. In fact, the pandemic affected passenger services in Europe with a loss of -41% 
in 2020 and -36% in 2021 (CER - Community of European Railway and Infrastructure 
Companies, 2022). But 2022 shows a strong recovery with 90,000 passengers. Best years 
where 2019 and 2020, spite the impact of COVID 19 pandemic. Following ridership evolution 
are the number of vintage trains performed annually by Fondazione FS. The evolution of 
the number of vintage trains than run annually is very significant, particularly since 2015, 
the year when Ministry of Tourism became the institutional partner of Fondazione FS. At the 
same time, as far as the “Binare senza tempo project” was growing and more historic rolling 
stock was being refurbished (locomotives, wagons, railcars, and passenger coaches) it was 
possible to do more rail services responding therefore to demand and to national strategies 
for tourism sector in order to expand rail touristic services. The number of touristic services 
increased from 100 in 2014 to 918 in 2019 being the year with the best results concerning 
both ridership and rail touristic operations. Although in 2020 ridership is the same as 2019 
but with less touristic trains performed it is possible to assume that rail operations were 
reinforced with more available seats (e.g. loco-hauled trains reinforced with more passenger 
coaches). The application of the linear trendline justifies the tendency of growth. However, in 
a correlation between offer and demand through the average number of passengers per train 
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there’s some discrepancy. Demand, despite always showing an upward and growing trend, 
has not kept pace with the significant increase in the offer, a scenario that can be explained 
due to quick launching of new services and the reopening of rural routes to touristic operations. 
In terms of demand, other factor that can explain is the fact that rail tourism with Fondazione 
FS trains is relatively recent and takes time to continuously evolve, and to be consolidated. 
Other aspect is the fact that touristic services are diverse, very distinct, with different duration 
time, and with trains having different number of seats available: in some routes, such as La 
Transiberiana d’Italia, Ferrovia del Tanaro or the Ferrovia della Valsesia trains are formed by 
loco-hauled trains and in other services such as the Irpina Express or the Treno dei Templi, 
touristic operations are secured by railcars. Appling a Pearson correlation coefficient to offer 
and demand the relation between both is very limited with only 28% (R - 0,531; R^2 - 28,18%) 
showing that there’s almost no relation between them. But for a more detailed and in deep 
analysis more data is need thus being this aspect the main limitation of the investigation.

Apart the influence on Italy’ national railways and tourism the Fondazione FS trains have a key 
role as a ‘driving force’ to national economy, FS Group and even to reinstate public service rail 
transport. Between 2014 and 2022 Fondazione FS programmes, initiatives and historic trains 
had an economic impact of €50.6m to local and regional economies. Passengers contribute to 
the development of rural areas and villages by buying local products and handicraft, as well as 
to the enhancement of their historical and cultural heritage. In the same period, the activity of 
the Fondazione FS generated revenue of €28m for the FS Group (Gruppo FS, 2023b). 

The socioeconomic dynamics created by heritage trains and rail touristic programs also 
contributed to reinstate regular trains in two lines in Piemonte region with no commercial 
services since 2011. Figure 3 represents the maps of the Asti Alba and Casale Monferrato 
– Mortara routes.

Figure 3. Maps of the Asti-Alba (1) and Casale Monferrato – Mortara (2) routes.

Source: Adapted from Agenzia Mobilità Piemontese, 2019.
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The 34 km of the Italian Asti-Alba regional line closed to rail traffic in 2012 due to the 
deterioration of part of the infrastructure. The line crosses a very scenic region and since 
2018 that Fondazione FS Italiane intended to start touristic operations running against 
the intentions of dismantle the line and convert it into a greenway. At the time the regional 
governmental idea of converting the rail infrastructure into a greenway caused controversial 
with the population and associations being against this initiative. After inspections led 
by Fondazione FS Italiane and national rail manager Rete Ferroviaria Italiana (RFI), 
maintenance works were conducted, and the Asti-Alba reopened in 2021 to heritage trains 
(FS News, 2021; Bruzzo, 2021; Bongioanni, 2020). The positive impact of the rail revival 
through Fondazione FS Italiane was very important at local and regional level and the return 
of regional regular services started to be strongly considered. After 12 year-hiatus and an 
investment of €13m in rail infrastructure renovation, Trenitalia diesel units returned to Asti-
Alba line last September 2023 with six return train services provided on weekdays serving 
a total catchment area of 120,000 people. The same happened with the 28.4 km between 
Casale Monferrato – Mortara, where rail public service was reinstated with seven return 
trains from Monday to Friday. Piemonte region subsidize both services with €6m annually 
(RGI – Railway Gazette International, 2023; Ferrovie.it, 2020). Both lines crosses regions 
with beautiful landscapes and hilltop villages and territories known for the vineyard’s areas 
(Vineyard Landscape of Piedmont: Langhe-Roero and Monferrato), the production of the 
famous Asti sparkling wine and the white truffle as well as for the Castle of Grinzane Cavour. 
The vineyard landscape is classified since 2014 as Italian Cultural Heritage and UNESCO 
World Heritage (Fondazione FS Italiane, 2022). Also, in Piemonte region two other regional 
routes will have again public service under a 10-year Public Service Obligation (PSO) 
contract starting on January 1st 2025 and lasting until December 31st 2034 worth in €43m 
signed between Piemonte Mobility Agency and the Italian private rail operator Arenaways, 
a subsidiary of the Longitude Holding. Taking in advantage of the EU rail liberation market 
and the intentions of expand its presence in the rail market of other countries, the Spanish 
national operator Renfe is in conversations with Longitude to jointly operate the two regional 
lines. (Railcolor Headquarters, 2024; Ferrovie.it, 2024b). Figure 4 represents the Ceva-
Ormea and Cuneo-Saluzzo-Savigliano regional lines. From these two, one was reopened in 
2016 to historical trains.

The Ceva-Ormea rural route, built as a non-electrified single track with 35 km extension was 
closed to rail traffic in 2012 but four years later trains returned through the Fondazione FS 
Italiane´ “Binare senza tempo” (Timeless Tracks) project, being this line touristicly baptized 
as Ferrovia del Tanaro. With a different scenario, the Cuneo-Saluzzo-Savigliano regional 
line, built as a non-electrified single track with 47.48 km lost its regional trains in 2012 
remaining only freight operations. In 2019 public service returned the route between the 
historical mediaeval town of Saluzzo and Savigliano and in January 2025 will be extended 
to the entire route with a total of 14 trains/day. Regular regional trains will return in 2028 to 
the Ceva-Ormea line with 10 daily services. In order to ensure all the conditions for regular 
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commercial operations on these lines a €70m investment will be conducted by RFI in 
structural and safety upgrades. (Railway Gazette International, 2024; Railcolor Headquarters 
2024; Ferrovie.it, 2024b; AMP, 2019).

Figure 4. Maps of the Ceva Ormea (3) and Cuneo-Saluzzo-Savigliano (4) regional 
routes.

Source: Adapted from Agenzia Mobilità Piemontese, 2019.

The study shows that is possible to have a positive impact in rail tourism through public 
initiatives and institutions, also giving an alternative knowledge, vision, and reality to the 
current status quo where recent studies, literature and investments related with rail heritage 
are specially focused in the phenomenon of converting closed rail routes to greenways. 
Fondazione FS contributes to a diverse tourism market with differentiated activities and 
destinations, particularly until some of the most Italian scenic regions, that not only are 
materialized through the historic trains, rail programmes and partnerships with autonomous 
regions, but also through the Pietrarsa National Railway Museum and its capacity to receive 
and organise events. The role of the Foundation in the contributing for a more sustainable 
tourism is crucial since it promotes rail traveling and railways which are the backbone of 
European mobility strategies and decarbonisation. 

For the development of the study there wasn’t available even more detailed information and 
data concerning Fondazione FS historic trains, services, and ridership per route as well even 
more detailed information about future rail tourism projects or investments. However, they 
could be available at time of a future investigation or study. For further research it is proposed 
to identify and describe how Fondazione FS Italiane can or cannot be a benchmarking case 
for European rail tourism.
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5. CONCLUSIONS

Public policies in Italy have given special importance to rail tourism and rail heritage not 
only through legislative initiatives and strategic plans for national tourism sector, but also 
through public funding in order to boost activities and rail traveling through historic trains. 
Also, they contribute to the valorisation of rail heritage specially through the revival of rail 
infrastructures and historic rolling stock as well as erased the interest of private stakeholders 
to be present and develop initiatives in national rail tourism segment through partnerships 
with public entities such is the case of Accor Group and Arsenale Group that are working 
with public company Gruppo FS. Fondazione FS Italiane promotes national rail tourism 
through vintage trains, programmes, initiatives, and partnerships with Italian autonomous 
regions as well as through the “Binari senza tempo” project and the National Railway 
Museum of Pietrarsa. Activities are generally supported at institutional level, not only through 
the Gruppo Ferrovie dello Stato Italiane but also through the Ministry of Tourism and the 
autonomous regions. Since it was funded in 2013 until nowadays, Fondazione FS Italiane 
become a national “agitator” of territorial cohesion by promoting territories, people, and 
heritage, developing new socioeconomic dynamics as well as is also responsible for the 
return of trains to some villages and rural areas after an absence of 10, 20 or 30 years. By 
reopening regional rail routes, it promotes, directly or indirectly, the possibility to reinstate 
commercial services along with historic trains operations has it happened with Asti-Alba 
and Casale Monferrato – Mortara lines. Also, touristic operations and programs take the 
advantage that part of the routes crosses territories classified by UNESCO as Word Heritage 
site. Concerning knowledge dissemination, besides the work that is developed by the 
Foundation’s documental area the acquisition of the Duegi Editrice publishing will allow to 
continuously promote and disseminate rail culture Italy’ rail history. 

One of the aspects that contributed to this quick rail revival for vintage trains is the fact 
that in most cases rail infrastructure was not dismantled. The majority was closed short 
time before they were reopened to touristic operations. This reality allowed that necessary 
investments on rail infrastructure could be more affordable rather than if the lines had been 
scrapped. Also, having the Ministry of Tourism as institutional partner and being Fondazione 
FS Italiane part of Gruppo FS is determinant and essential for the articulation of investments 
and strategies in railway tourism given the proximity to the national rail infrastructure 
manager RFI and with all main stakeholders of Italian national railway sector. It’s possible 
to conclude that Fondazione FS Italiane can be considered an instrument of public policy 
and an important asset with significant tangible and non-tangible revenue for Italy which 
contributes for national economy and regional development. 
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