
It looks like a scene from the halcyon days of the rail-
ways: travellers finding their sleeper berth, turning on
the reading light and stowing their cases under the bed.

But it’s still a common nightly ritual at Vienna’s main sta-
tion, where overnight train routes have endured in the age
of low-cost flights-and are even expanding. From early
evening onwards, the departures board at Vienna’s
“Hauptbahnhof” station becomes a roll call of destinations
to whet the appetite of any globetrotter: Venice, Rome,
Zurich, Berlin, Warsaw...

It’s an unusual sight in a continent where budget air-
lines and faster trains have become the norm and led to
the closure of many slower overnight routes. But Austria’s
state railway company OeBB is looking to expand its net-
work. It already runs 26 such routes, either on its own or in
partnerships with other operators. In late 2016, OeBB
bought the night train operation of its German counterpart
Deutsche Bahn, which was looking to offload a department
it judged insufficiently lucrative.

Around 60 percent of DB’s overnight routes were pre-
served, including a revamped Vienna-Berlin service which

started a few months ago. Pointing to the “moderate
growth” in passenger numbers-more than 1.4 million used
the services in 2018 — OeBB has ordered 13 new trains
equipped with state-of-the-art sleeper carriages.

Eco-friendly 
It’s no surprise then that Austria has become the poster

child for rail enthusiasts, who say it provides an example
of how overnight train travel can provide an alternative to
air travel and even help in the fight against climate change.
“With regard to the target of becoming carbon-neutral by
2050, night trains which run on renewable energy are an
attractive alternative,” according to Thomas Sauter-
Servaes, transport expert at the Zurich University of
Applied Sciences.

But as with all those who have researched the sector,
he admits that cross-border overnight rail travel can rep-
resent a logistical and financial challenge. The profits per
passenger take a hit from the extra space that sleeper
compartments require, on top of the higher labor costs for
those who have to work on the trains overnight and money
spent on laundry. And that’s before you take into account
the hefty fees sometimes charged by other network own-
ers for use of the rails, the technical difficulty of decou-
pling and then re-attaching carriages, and navigating the
myriad of different rules a train has to adhere to over a
long journey.

Sauter-Servaes points out that international air trans-
port has a big commercial advantage in being exempt from
VAT and fuel taxes. Among those preparing to board at
Vienna station to spend a night on the rails on a recent
evening, some told AFP they had chosen a night train with
the environment in mind. “It’s a small gesture, and it won’t
stop me taking the plane for my holiday in Madagascar
this autumn, but it’s better than nothing,” said Austrian
traveller Yvonne Kemper. David, a 42-year-old from
Germany, said he was using the Hamburg service because
he needed to get to Goettingen in Germany for a business
trip-a medium-sized town which, typically, is served by
night trains but has no airport.

An Austrian tradition 
OeBB spokesman Bernhard Rieder explained that

Austria’s attachment to night trains is down to “a tradition
stemming from Austria’s mountainous terrain, which limit-
ed the development of high-speed lines”. He added that
“the night train sector is distinct in that it can’t function
without strong cross-border cooperation.” “Night trains
are and will continue to be a niche market, but that doesn’t
mean a niche market can’t be profitable.”

But Poul Kattler, from the pan-European “Back on
Track” group which campaigns for more cross-border
night trains, says the sector should be more ambitious. “If
national railway companies were more aggressive in the
market and the EU built a truly common rail policy, we
could offer a real transport alternative and a very popular
European project,” he says. — AFP
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Night train conductor Helmut Artner prepares a sleeping
compartment in the sleeping car of the Nighjet train from
Vienna (Austria) to Berlin (Germany) of the Austrian
Federal Railways.

Easter Islanders seek
outside help for iconic 
statues ‘leprosy’
In just 100 years, the emblematic stone sculptures that

guard the coastline of Easter Island could be little more
than simple rectangular blocks, conservation experts are

warning. The giant heads, carved centuries ago by the
island’s inhabitants, represent the living ancestors of Easter
Island’s Polynesian people - the Rapa Nui - and have
brought it UNESCO World Heritage Site status. Dozens of
giant “Moai” statues dominate the hillsides surrounding the
island’s Rano Raraku wetland, but they are facing the threat
of what locals describe as a kind of leprosy, white spots that
are appearing on their iconic facades.

Caused by lichens, a marriage of fungi and algae, the
patches eat away at the sculptures, softening them to a
clay-like consistency and deforming their features. The stat-
ues must also contend with coastal erosion, rising sea levels,
high winds and damage from freely roaming livestock. “I
imagine that in a century more these Moai will basically be
rectangular figures,” Tahira Edmunds, adviser to Chile’s
National Forestry Corporation (CONAF) who has worked
on cleaning the sculptures to remove the lichen, told
Reuters during a visit to the island last month.

Sonia Haoa, an archaeologist and Easter Island native, is
compiling an inventory of its heritage, including the Moai.
She estimates that about 70 percent of the more than 1,000
statues are affected by lichens. While the deterioration can
appear shocking to visitors who flock to the remote vol-
canic island, located some 3,500 kilometers (2,200 miles)
from mainland Chile, Haoa said it was still possible to save
them, through laborious cleaning and coating with sealant
chemicals to curb moisture and prevent the porous volcanic
rock from collapsing.

The most famous Moai groupings, such as the Ahu
Tongariki, 15 statues arranged along a platform by the sea,
and those scattered around the Ranu Raraku quarry, the
source of the stone, are already being cared for by heritage
experts and the indigenous community’s administrators of
the Rapa Nui National Park. But the island has at least
30,000 archaeological sites spread across its 166 square
kilometers (64.1 square miles), most of which are exposed
to the environment. To protect all the statues could cost as
much as $500 million, and international help will be needed,
according to local authorities and experts. “You will never
be able to entirely prevent the impact of time or the weath-

er, but you can hold it back, so that more people can see
them first,” Haoa told Reuters.

A British solution?
With no government fund specifically dedicated to pre-

serving the island’s heritage, the community allocates a
large part of its income from tourism to repair and protec-
tion measures. Nonetheless, they say, resources are scarce.
The mayor of Easter Island has come up with an innovative
solution: seeking royalty payments from nations whose
explorers took some of Easter Island’s statues into their
possession centuries ago. Among them is the Hoa
Hakananai’a, a seven-foot (2.13 m) tall basalt statue that has
become one of the British Museum’s most popular exhibits
since it was removed from the island by British sailors more
than 150 years ago. The Easter Island authorities and the
Chilean government sent a delegation to London in
November to request the return of the four-ton statue. The
museum responded that it was happy to consider a long-
term loan of the Moai.

Mayor Pedro Edmunds Paoa instead suggested the Hoa
Hakananai’a could act as an “ambassador” for Easter Island,
and Britain could keep it in return for regular payments to
ensure the upkeep of its Easter Island counterparts. “We
would win much more,” he said. Sonia Paoa agreed, saying
that while Easter Island’s heritage was more than just stat-
ues, their celebrity could be the key to sustaining it all.
“What do you leave to a 10-year-old boy, what will there be
in Easter Island for the European or Chilean tourist to come
see if we don’t save them?” He asks. “It’s the only oil well we
have.” The British Museum said it was looking forward to
continuing the “warm, friendly and open” conversation
begun in London with a potential visit to Easter Island.
“The museum is keen to work collaboratively with partners
and communities across the globe and welcomes these pro-
posed discussions around future joint projects with Rapa
Nui,” it said in a statement sent to Reuters. — Reuters

Full steam ahead for
Austria’s night trains

Night train conductor Helmut Artner is at the door before
the departure of the Nightjet train from Vienna (Austria) to
Berlin (Germany) of the Austrian Federal Railways (OeBB)
at Vienna Main Station. — AFP photos

A reveler of the “Mocidade Alegre” samba
school performs during the second night of
carnival in Sao Paulo, Brasil, at the city’s
Sambodrome early yesterday. — AFP


