
Looking  
to the  
future

_ The gantry 
cranes can move 
load units weighing 
up to 40 tonnes.
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Looking  
to the  
future

H aving taken around two 
years to build and 
 measuring 120,000 m2, 
the former shunting yard 
in Lehrte, a town in 

northern Germany, is now home to one 
of the most modern fast transhipment 
terminals for combined transport in 
Germany and Europe, and is the first 
of its kind in the country. After an 
investment of around EUR 170 mil-
lion from DB and the  German govern-
ment, the pilot project is up and  
running. The terminal will enable 
DB Cargo to!continue offering its cus-
tomers processing solutions that are 
flexible, tailored and, above all, faster.

After all, there is a reason why its 
name starts with “Mega”. The termi-
nal’s various innovations will greatly 
accelerate load unit transhipment.  
Instead of manoeuvring freight wagons 
in the conventional way to form new 
trains, the containers,  trailers and 
track bridges are processed individu-
ally as they arrive and are automati-
cally allocated to freight trains based 
on their destination. This saves time 
and money, while also drastically 
reducing noise exposure.

DB Cargo at its best

Operations at the MegaHub in Lehrte 
began in mid-June with rail-road 
 transhipment for Hellmann, a DB Cargo 
customer. Fast transhipment between 
trains will start in early 2021, according 
to Enrico Schulz, head of the Planning 
and Operations team for local service 
at DB Cargo: “This will see us process 
four freight trains simultaneously 
for!a large German logistics customer 

Setting new benchmarks in combined transport. 
The MegaHub fast transhipment facility in 
Lehrte began operations in mid-2020, initially as 
a road-rail terminal. The facility is also helping 
DB Cargo to strengthen its network.

once a week. “Logistics company 
Kombiverkehr, a shareholder and 
co-initiator of the MegaHub, also plans 
to use the infrastructure facility. 
 Kombiverkehr is active all over Europe 
and plans to start offering service 

“In future,  
rail transport  
for freight will  

be just as simple 
as it is for 

 passengers. At 
the MegaHub in 

 Lehrte, load units 
will change trains 
almost as easily 
as passengers 

at!Hanover main 
 station.”

HEIKO KREBS
Head of production at Kombiverkehr
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from!Lehrte with three continuous 
routes and two local train products. 
The company plans to incorporate the 
transhipment terminal into its own 
network, initially with north-south 
transport and eventually west-east 
transport. The operations are slated to 
take place at night in two waves. And 
they need to be fast, as the aim is for 
transhipment to take no longer than 
three hours for each train. This is a real 
challenge, including for the DB Cargo 
staff on site. “We have a wagon inspector 
stationed wherever load units will be 
shifted to other wagons. We have 
about 45 minutes to inspect the wagons, 
including performing a brake test 
and!completing transport handling 
for!the train. To do this at the necessary 
level of quality, we have a team of 
wagon inspectors working together,” 
says Schulz.

Mega fast, mega effective

One of the most important parts of the 
fast transhipment terminal in Lehrte 
is the automatic sorting system, which 
forms the core of the MegaHub. Three 
high-performance gantry cranes, each 
measuring 20 m in height, do what 
they do best on the 720-metre-long 
transhipment sidings. The cranes will 
number six when the terminal is 
 complete. The cranes are supported by 
12 battery-powered driverless transport 

1 _ The cranes used 
to move loads from 
rail to lorry and 
between different 
trains are around 
80 m wide.

2 _ The six 
 transhipment 
 sidings are over 
700!m long.

OVERVIEW OF  
MILESTONES

The MegaHub in Lehrte has been a long 
time in the making, with planning going 
back all the way to 1992. Back then, 
 developers found that the old shunting 
yard was home to endangered sand lizards. 
A comprehensive plan was developed 
to!protect the animals, which involved 
bringing the lizards to a new home.

• 02/1993: 
 Start of planning, including 
location inspection

• 04/2005: 
Planning approval

• 09/2011: 
Project restarted

• 06/2012:  
Signing of the financing agreement 
with the German government

• 02/2018: 
Planning modification approval  
including automatic guided vehicles 
(AGVs)

• 05/2018: 
Groundbreaking ceremony

• 12/2019: 
Partial technical commissioning  
and start of trial operations

• 06/2020: 
Start of rail-road transhipments 
with!regular transports

• From Q4 2020: 
 Start of rail-rail transhipment

“Bringing the 
MegaHub in 

Lehrte online is 
an important 
step!towards 

pooling combined 
transport loads 

and implementing 
innovative  
production 
schemes.”

ANDRÉ BÖTTCHER
Head of intermodal terminal management 

and regional planning at DB Cargo

1
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vehicles known as automated guided 
vehicles (AGVs). These vehicles 
transport the goods along the sidings 
to the intended wagon once the gantry 
crane has unloaded a load unit. Once 
the load unit arrives at the wagon, the 
crane picks it up again and places it 
on!the train, which then transports 
the!freight to its final destination. The 
AGVs reduce the cranes’ workload 
while saving energy and enabling more 
efficient loading and unloading. 
A!sophisticated central computer 
manages the individual parts of the 
yard and the overarching processes. 
In!future, the goal is for up to 70% of 
intermodal transport units to be 
moved to other trains by crane, with 
the rest remaining on the trains. ”The 
transhipment process at the MegaHub 
is largely automatic. A single crane 
here can move up to 30 load units per 
hour,” says Nicole Brandenburg, 
 terminal manager at the MegaHub in 
Lehrte. “The trains can also enter 
the!facility at coasting speed. This 
 generally eliminates the need for 
shunting with a locomotive, which 
makes this terminal truly special.” 

“The MegaHub  
in Lehrte is 

 bringing a new 
production model 

for combined 
transport   

to market.”
NICOLE BRANDENBURG

Terminal manager MegaHub Lehrte 

“The MegaHub in 
Lehrte represents 

both a huge 
opportunity and 

challenge  
in rail logistics. 

We can only 
 overcome the 
complexity of 
planning and 
operations in 

transport chains 
by working 

together with ter-
minal operators, 
DB Netz and our 

customers.”
PETR KÜHN

Logistics and intermodal sales planning, 
DB Cargo 

DB NETZ

DB Netz AG manages rail infrastructure 
for Deutsche Bahn. The company is 
responsible for the railway network, 
which encompasses almost 33,400!km 
and includes all of the equipment 
required for operations.

2
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Test run a complete success

“We spent the first few months 
 designing the processes, alleviating 
growing pains and putting the facility’s 
components through the paces. We 
also trained intensively as a team to 
prepare for any issues that might 
arise,” says Brandenburg, the terminal 
manager currently on site with 12 
employees. The terminal aims to set 
new benchmarks and further reinforce 
the competitiveness of sustainable rail 
transport. According to André Böttcher, 
head of intermodal terminal manage-
ment and regional planning at 
DB Cargo, one element is of particular 
importance: “Bringing the MegaHub 
in Lehrte online is an important step 
towards pooling combined transport 
loads and implementing innovative 
production schemes. However, to 
achieve these goals, all of the different 
components have to work well 
together. DB Cargo, together with its 
customers, partners and service 
 providers, will make this a success.”

Kombiverkehr a pioneer  
right from the start

Kombiverkehr has been an important 
part of the MegaHub’s early success. 
“We have been involved in the project 
from the very beginning. Our limited 
partners in particular, especially 
Dieter Kunze from Spedition Kunze 
in Bielefeld, have carefully guided 
the!project the entire way,” says 
Armin Riedl, CEO of Kombiverkehr. 
Lars Herrig, head of key account  
 management for Kombiverkehr at 

DB Cargo, agrees with this assessment. 
“Kombiverkehr’s expertise as a 
pan-European network operator was 
a!big help in driving the MegaHub 
in!Lehrte forwards. In future, the 
 company wants to incorporate the hub 
into its network to help shift more 
goods to the rails.”

That’s because Kombiverkehr is 
not only active as a shareholder. 
 Having provided combined transport 
service across Europe for more than 
50 years, the company is also plan-
ning to use the hub. As for future 
growth, the sky’s the limit. “We aim 
to continue expanding German and 
international transport, while 
 reinforcing the value of combined 
transport for the long term. The 
 MegaHub in Lehrte gives us the per-
fect tools to do this,” says Heiko Krebs, 
head of production at Kombiverkehr. 

“Kombiverkehr’s 
expertise as a 
pan-European 

network operator 
was a big help in 

driving the 
 MegaHub in 

Lehrte forwards.”
LARS HERRIG

Head of key account management  
Kombiverkehr, DB Cargo 

For Kombiverkehr, the journey is 
just as important as the destination, 
says Krebs. “This is completely new 
territory for us and we need more 
 experience to see how the entire sys-
tem works best. It’s crucial that ever-
yone involved, including the operating 
 company, DB Cargo, DB Netz and us, 
work closely together and contribute 
our own experiences. This will help us 
develop innovative solutions which 
will continue improving the terminal 
and ensure its success.” 

According to!Krebs, investing in 
research and development is essential, 
as is connecting the surrounding 
region to combined transport. “This 
will provide us with opportunities and 
help us attract new customers. The 
more businesses use the fast transition 
terminal, the greater the number of 
potential destinations across Europe 
that can be reached from Lehrte. This 
presents everyone involved with 
incredible opportunities for growth,” 
says Krebs.

KOMBIVERKEHR

Kombiverkehr develops, organises and 
markets a Europe-wide network for com-
bined rail-road transport. The company’s 
range of services is targeted toward freight 
forwarders and transport companies. In 
2019, Kombiverkehr shifted 884,168 lorry 
consignments from road to rail.
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“The employees 
of DB Netz AG 

are helping  
our  customers 

 continually 
upgrade and 
improve the 

 MegaHub 
 concept, in part 
to increase the 

appeal of  
rail freight.”

MICHAEL LAMBRECHT
Head of annual timetable, DB Netz AG

3 _ Shifting freight 
transport to  
rail can save up to 
384,000 lorry 
journeys every 
year.

4 _ The MegaHub 
has over 8 km  
of track and  
24 switches.

first required a comprehensive design 
phase. “Over the last few months, we 
created several detailed studies and 
served as consultants so we could meet 
as many customer train path require-
ments as possible, while still taking 
capacity-related aspects into account. 
This enabled us to create the viable 
production scheme we have today,“ 
says Michael Lambrecht, head of the 
annual timetable at DB Netz AG. This 
undertaking entailed several chal-
lenges. The scheme plans ahead to the 
destinations and back to the points 
of!departure from the MegaHub. Train 
paths to Lehrte run radially. The time 
slots stipulated by customers must be 
maintained, and transports often run 
at rush hour. “This requires everyone 
involved to work together closely. It is 
the only way to make sure that loads 
will be processed at the right level of 
quality. After all, our common goal is 
to put all requested trains onto the 
rails reliably, economically and safely,” 
says Lambrecht.

HELLMANN

Hellmann Worldwide Logistics was 
founded in 1871 and is one of the world’s 
largest international logistics companies. 
In 2019, the group had 10,743 employees 
and generated some EUR 2.4 billion in 
revenue. Hellman’s portfolio of services 
covers classic forwarding via lorry, rail, 
air and ocean freight, and the company 
intends to expand its combined transport 
service in future.

Shareholder in action:  
DB Netz AG

One of the MegaHub’s major share-
holders is DB Netz AG. The company 
holds an 83% stake in the terminal 
through its subsidiary DUSS. At 
the!same time, DB Netz ensures 
 customer-friendly implementation of 
train path orders, which are placed 
by!DB Cargo to ensure delivery to the 
MegaHub in Lehrte. Achieving this 
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“In future, we 
plan to use the 

MegaHub in 
Lehrte to 

 combine new 
routes and offer 
new destinations 
to our customers.”

DIRK BAERBOCK
Head of multimodal solutions Europe,  

Hellmann Worldwide Logistics

“The employees 
of DB Cargo are 
proud to be the 
first to connect 

the new terminal 
in Lehrte to 

the!network with  
our customer 
 Hellmann and 
we’re pleased 
to!get off to 

a!good!start.”
PATRICK EHNERT

Account manager central, DB Cargo 

Patrick Ehnert,
Account manager central, DB Cargo

patrick.ehnert@deutschebahn.com

Lars Herrig,
Head of key account management for 

Kombiverkehr, DB Cargo
lars.herrig@deutschebahn.com

André Böttcher,
Intermodal terminal management and  

regional planning, DB Cargo
andre.boettcher@deutschebahn.com

Petr Kühn,
Logistics and intermodal sales planning, DB Cargo 

petr.kuehn@deutschebahn.com

First customer:  
Hellmann Worldwide 

Hellmann Worldwide Logistics was 
the MegaHub’s first customer. Since 
mid-June, the company has been using 
the yard as a standard terminal for 
road-rail transhipment, albeit not yet 
for fast transhipment. Hellmann runs 
trains through Lehrte between its base 
in the western city of Osnabrück and 
the Bavarian cities of Landshut and 
Regensburg on weekdays. For 
 Hellmann, the greatest advantage of 
the fast transhipment terminal is its 
location. “The MegaHub is just a few 
hundred metres from our branch office 
in Lehrte. Previously, our consign-
ments had to travel all the way to the 
terminal at Hanover Linde, a 45-minute 
trip. This shorter journey has helped 
us to save around 40 lorry runs per day 
in the Hanover metropolitan area, as 
well as significantly reducing CO2 
emissions. We also gain time, around 
80 minutes per consignment, which is 
a huge operational advantage for us,” 
says Dirk Baerbock, head of multi-
modal solutions Europe at Hellmann 
Worldwide Logistics. •
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FACTS & FIGURES:  
THE MEGAHUB AT A GLANCE
The terminal in Lehrte is slated to handle up 
to!269,000 load units every year, the equivalent  
of 20 large container ships.

6 train-length 
 transhipment sidings,
each 700 m in length

12 driverless  
transport vehicles,
known as automatic  
guided vehicles (AGVs)

3 lanes 
for driverless  
transport vehicles

30 load units per hour 
Transhipment output of 
each crane

Currently 3 gantry 
cranes are operational, 
with a total of  
6 planned

3 hours 
Length of each rail-rail  
transhipment in the 
terminal

269,000 units
Annual transhipment 
output

COASTING ENTRY

Overhead lines cannot be installed 
over the track section beneath a 
gantry crane, so diesel locomotives 
used to shunt freight trains on the 
loading track. At the MegaHub in 
Lehrte, coasting is a technique used 
to eliminate the need for this pro-
cess. With coasting, locomotive 
drivers use the momentum of their 
block train to drive the electrical 
locomotive along the loading track 
to the next live section of track at 
the other end of the transhipment 
siding, and thus to the exit posi-
tion. This technique requires abso-
lute precision. The driver must 
bring the train to a standstill down 
to the metre.
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