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The Italian Rail System: An Overview
by Sandro Cuccia

Taking the train in Italy is a reliable, easy, fast and fun way to get around and explore new 
places in this beautiful country. However, it can also present challenges for those who are 
unfamiliar with how it works or those visiting from a non train-taking culture.
No worries! As long as you give yourself enough time to familiarize yourself with the 
system – which is not much different than ours here in the U.S. – it’s actually quite easy. 
Ready for “un buon viaggio” (a good trip) by “treno” (train)? Andiamo! (let’s go!)

NOT ONE, BUT TWO TRAIN COMPANIES IN ITALY
There are two major national train companies: TRENITALIA and 
ITALOTRENO. 
TrenItalia is essentially the rebranded, modernized version of the 
original Italian state rail system called Ferrovie Dello Stato 
Italiane and goes to all locations that have rail service across 
Italy. Italotreno is a seven year-old privately held company and 
generally offers cheaper rates but with fewer locations serviced.
Similar to what we find in the U.S., each Italian region also has regional/local trains that 
typically run within that specific section of Italy.
So, if you’re going across regions, you will want to look into one of the two national trains. 
If you’re staying local to the region (say, Sicily) you can make do with a regional train.
You’re probably asking yourself, “How do I determine which train to take?”
My recommendation is to first visit TrenItalia’s two websites:  
[trenitalia.com/tcom-en and ItaliaRail.com]to plan your trip. Since TrenItalia 
covers the entire Italian rail system you can learn the station names that make up your 
planned route. With that information, you can then look it up on Italotreno’s website 
[italotreno.it/en],  and see if you can get a cheaper fare. Incidentally, these web 
addresses are the english-language ones. If you accidentally land on the Italian version, 
look at the top-right of the home page to see a small drop-down menu that allows you to 
switch language.
TrenItalia covers both regional and national travel, so it’s a great place to start because it 
shows both options, as well as train connections, and train/bus/ferry combinations. 
Italotreno instead shows just its fewer national train stops in major cities. Service and 
reliability are reported to be marginally better on the Italotreno system, but with fewer cities 
served on the Italian peninsula.
Both services offer beautiful, modern high-speed trains with the best in Italian luxury. 
TrenItalia has different price-points for both standard trains and the high-speed Frecce 
(arrows) trains. There are three different types of frecce depending on the cities serviced: 
Frecciarossa (red arrow with speeds up to 225 mph ), an all first-class train, 
Frecciargento (silver arrow at 160 mph) and Frecciabianca (white arrow at 125 mph).
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An important hint:
You must know the station name (some cities have more than one), and the ITALIAN 
name of the city. For example, if you search for VENICE on the TrenItalia booking page, 
nothing comes up; you get an error. You need to search on VENEZIA to get your result! 
Consult a map or ask the hotel staff to help you.
Just as with airline booking, I strongly suggest you book and pay for your tickets directly 
online at the rail company website. You don’t want to deal with throngs of people waiting in 
long lines at the train station, right?
However, if for some reason it’s not possible to do your booking online, save the search if 
you can, go to the station, and buy tickets from a kiosk or directly from the ticket clerk 
using the information you already researched.

ON THE DAY OF YOUR TRIP: TICKET VALIDATION
Some tickets require validation, and some don’t.
Validation consists of punching/stamping the tickets with date and time. This is done at the  
small validation machines located throughout the train station. If you have tickets with 
assigned seats, you most likely do not need to validate them. In any event, it is more 
common to have tickets validated for regional/local trains. This is because the tickets on 
these local trains can be used once on any date/time. Once validated, the ticket remains 
valid for between 90 min and 4 hrs depending on the ticket type. If you bought a regional 
ticket online, it has a time stamp already on it, and different rules for how long it’s valid.  
Just make sure to read the fine print!

When in doubt, validate your tickets anyway. By the way, the fine for riding without a 
validated ticket can be over € 100. You can check on the ticket itself for information on 
validation; every ticket must also explain the validation policy; even those purchased 
online.
Finally, my best recommendation to you: give yourself time well ahead of your trip to study 
the train company websites. They’re in Italian and English, of course, and they’re very 
nicely laid out and easy to understand with lots of help resources.

Buon Viaggio!


