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Enterprise Architecture and New IT 
Strategy Support Business Growth  
of Swiss Railways

Every year, Swiss Federal Railways (SBB) transports 347 million 
passengers and 50 million tons of freight. As traffic grew, SBB’s 
biggest challenges were creating more capacity, maintaining 
the existing rail network sustainably, and decreasing expenses. 
The rail company knew its business success relied on making 
its IT systems more efficient and cost-effective. To reach these 
goals, the company focused on improving IT strategy through a 
company-wide enterprise architecture program, using the MEGA 
Suite to document and analyze the actual SBB IT landscape. 
The initiative consolidated and improved IT resources to meet 
business needs, and significantly reduced expenses.

Continued Growth, Exceptional Service on 
Swiss Railways
SBB, renowned for excellent service and punctuality, operates the most 
densely used rail network in the world; an average of 95 trains run over 
each kilometer of track every day. Rail travel is popular and efficient in 
Switzerland, so traffic continues to grow. SBB carries nearly one million 
passengers each day on 3,011 kilometers of track. In just one year, 
SBB grew by 20 million trips. 

28,000 SBB employees keep the trains running on time, improve 
services, ensure safety, and add new lines in some of the world’s most 
challenging geography. SBB continually undertakes major improvement 
projects. In 2011, SBB completed a massive tunneling operation for its 
newest under-the-Alps rail tunnel through the Gotthard Pass, which, at 
57 kilometers, will be the world’s longest rail tunnel.

New Challenges Call for New Direction 
Before the EA program, SBB’s challenges were managing growth 
efficiently and cost-effectively. The system was dealing with capacity 
and peak-load issues, maintenance needs, and a desire to improve 
customer communications. 

SBB’s IT landscape previously grew without coordination. The lack 
of transparency and application portfolio management meant that 
there were many redundancies, as well as unknown or unmanaged 
application interfaces. This led to expensive IT maintenance costs, 
excessive downtime, and low data quality. It did not support larger 
business goals very well. 

Highlights
 − Reversed the trend of higher 

IT budgets
 − Eliminated redundant 

applications 
 − Improved rail service 

by providing necessary 
information to operating 
groups

 − Established a foundation for 
planned, controlled growth in 
IT and operations

About Swiss Federal 
Railways

 − Established in 1902
 − 28,000 employees
 − 3,011 kilometers of track
 − 95 trains run on each 

kilometer of track daily
 − One million passengers daily; 

347 million annually
 − 8-9,000 trains daily
 − 800 stations have hourly or 

half-hourly service
 − 50 million tons of freight 

annually for 3,500 customers
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“The unplanned stoppage 
of so many trains, along 
with other challenges, 

demonstrated the need 
for centralized, up-to-date 
information about the entire 
IT infrastructure, how it met 
business needs, and how 
elements in one area could affect 
others.” 

Bernhard Rytz, Chief Architect

SBB’s challenges were even more complex because it is necessary 
to keep operating expenses in line with reasonable fare prices. Costly 
improvements might solve operating issues, but large operating budget 
increases could cause fares to rise too high. On the other hand, 
expense reductions should not compromise services. 

The EA program began one evening when much of the nation’s railway 
network stopped operating during rush hour because of a power failure. 
During this incident, SBB managers realized that they understood much 
less of their IT systems than they thought. Information was kept in 
spreadsheets, less than adequate for the complexity of the operation. 
There was no meaningful way to avoid outdated information, duplicate 
applications, and inefficiencies.

Comprehensive EA Solution Required
SBB decided to initiate a formal EA program to drive IT improvements 
in order to provide important information for decision making, service 
improvements, and cost reduction. A more efficient IT system 
would advance on-time performance, railway maintenance, and 
communications. 

At the time, a business process modeling software was in limited use. 
However, it did not meet the more comprehensive goals for the new 
program. The company wanted a sophisticated EA software solution 
that could provide a complete understanding of operations and IT 
systems. This new software had to meet numerous criteria, including 
flexibility, ease-of-use, adaptable reporting, and the ability to customize 
to SBB’s specific situation. It had to support users throughout the 
company and centralize the most critical information on IT and business 
operations in a single, reusable format. 

As a government entity, SBB went through the prescribed procurement 
process to consider various alternatives. SBB evaluated several 
options, and after careful analysis, selected the MEGA Suite.

MEGA Offers Proven EA Capabilities
The MEGA Suite has been the EA solution of choice for 20 years by 
organizations that, like SBB, are leaders in their industries. Companies 
and government agencies use it to improve business performance. 
These organizations deploy a full range of the Suite’s tools to describe, 
record, analyze, and control vital information about business processes 
and resources. This comprehensive information is then used to 
anticipate market trends and make better business decisions, as well 
as reduce costs and corporate risks. 
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SBB Uses EA to Create Information 
Resource 
SBB documented the as-is state of the IT systems, which include more 
than 1,000 applications. System interfaces were also documented, as 
well as the platforms and technologies on which these applications ran, 
and information on which groups used various applications and which 
business processes were linked to each application. 

Using the MEGA Suite, the EA team created a central repository of 
information, as well as a Web portal that is accessible throughout the 
company for business users. SBB relies on the MEGA repository as 
the single point of truth for the organization. It contains documents, 
diagrams, reports, IT service descriptions, forms, templates, and 
all information on roles, people, and issues. It is kept up-to-date 
meticulously and continuously. The EA team markets the value of the 
portal and repository internally… posting the latest news on what’s 
available on the screens in the SBB coffee shop as well as via email… 
as a way for everyone to get accurate and comprehensive information 
that is important to their own job.

The portal has one page for every application. Through it, users can 
access information relevant to their jobs and notify the EA team about 
incorrect information, ask for exceptions from standards, or alert 
them to problems. Today, the Web portal has nearly 30,000 page 
hits each month. Most users are from IT operations and support, or 
business development units who use the information for strategy and 
organizational change.

The EA team, with 15 people, is a separate unit of architects under the 
CIO, who also oversees the IT operations team of approximately 800 
people. The entire SBB IT environment is divided into 10 domains, each 
with 100 applications. Each domain has its own architect who plans 
and monitors all changes to those applications. The rest of the team 
works on tooling, the as-is and to-be views of the system, and handles 
requests. 

Based on the as-is picture prepared using the MEGA Suite, SBB 
creates a five-year IT plan, using a to-be view of future needs and 
expectations. This plan shows applications that will be retired and 
those that will be acquired to meet evolving business needs. This plan 
is revised each year and is the basis for the IT project portfolio. Annual 
budgets are then built from the IT plans.

SBB Meets Challenges, Reduces IT Costs 
SBB evaluates the success of the EA program in several ways.

 − In past years, the IT budget rose as services expanded. However, 
the trend has reversed, with the IT budget now shrinking. 

“I f SBB was going to be 
successful, we needed a way 
to align business needs with 

IT resources and be certain that 
the IT systems were efficient 
and cost-effective. MEGA was 
the right tool to support this 
process.”
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 − Before EA enabled company-wide IT information, the IT team would 
deliver all requests, creating redundancies. Now, it is possible to 
see whether a pre-existing application can fulfill that need. When 
one group requested a CRM application, the EA team identified 
an existing one. The net savings was 5 million Swiss francs on the 
project and 2 million Swiss francs for operating costs. 

 − Because of labor laws in Switzerland, every regulatory change 
means adapting software. At one time, SBB had more than 20 time 
sheet applications. It is now consolidated to three, saving several 
million Swiss francs annually.

 − The EA team uses key performance indicators (KPIs). For example, 
they look at the percent of applications running on standardized 
platforms vs. those on non-standard platforms. They also track 
the number of applications; the goal is to reduce business critical 
applications from 500 to 450 in the next two years. 

Transparency is one of the major accomplishments. Select elements of 
the company’s business processes and IT resources used to be known 
to individuals or small groups here and there. Today, it is possible to 
see processes and assets across the organization, understand their 
relationships and dependencies, and look ahead to what is needed 
in the future. The EA program provides comprehensive and essential 
information for critical business and operations decisions. 

SBB Focuses on Future Improvements 
The EA team’s next challenge is improving data architecture. They plan 
to begin with a common vocabulary, essentially creating a Wikipedia-
type resource for SBB, so that words are interpreted the same 
throughout the organization. They will then expand mapping of the as-is 
state with regard to where data is stored. 

This will help reduce errors that affect operations. For example, when 
people sold tickets, data errors were much less visible. Now, with 80% 
of tickets sold in automated vending machines, information errors are 
much more apparent to customers. 

In the long term, SBB wants to extend its success in IT cost reduction 
to operations. One of the largest SBB challenges is maintenance of 
tracks, tunnels, and bridges. Consolidating facilities information that 
is now kept separately, such as original tunnel building accounts and 
tunnel temperature records, can help the maintenance group better 
assess and control operations.

“The five-year EA program 
has helped SBB run a 
leaner and smarter IT 

operation and contributed to 
better customer services and a 
plan for the future.”


