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An ILU-Code for all the European loading units 
Interview with Martin Burkhardt, Director General of the UIRR, Brussels.  
 
 
By the summer 2014, all semi-trailers and swap-bodies will have to be marked with an 
ILU-Code. This is a small revolution for continental transports, which leads to a 
harmonisation with the global transport of containers, bringing advantages for all the 
actors of the logistics chain.  
 
 
What is an ILU-Code?  
A code for the identification of the owner of intermodal loading units (ILU).  
 
Maritime transport already has the BIC-Code; so why an ILU-Code as well?  
Over 20 million maritime containers are identified with a code, which is managed by the 
BIC, Bureau International des Containers in Paris. The system has been proving its worth for 
decades now. However, the number of available codes is limited. Therefore the decision 
was made to introduce a code for the European loading units with a similar structure, the 
“ILU-Code”, which moreover follows the American model where the road association, 
NMFTA, allocates such codes for the identification of transport companies. In Europe, the 
management of the ILU-Code was entrusted to the UIRR which, as a European association 
for road-rail combined transport, has the best contacts with all the potential candidates and 
it is in its members’ interest that this activity is carried out in the most neutral and efficient 
way possible.  
 
What is the codification used for, by the way?  
A code is a practical abbreviation. Transport and logistics chains involve numerous actors. 
Instead of giving the company name, address, telephone number and e-mail for any 
communication, a code is enough as it is linked to a database which is accessible to the 
public and contains all the details, thus enabling to save time when registering the data. 
Besides, each code contains a check digit. In this way, data errors are immediately identified 
during the encoding. An inaccurate data transmission can be expensive, for instance when a 
truck wants to pick up a loading unit in a terminal, which is not aware of that unit or when an 
invoice is contested whereas the number of the given loading unit does not exist, etc.  
 
If the advantages are so clear, why then another project “DESTINY”? 
In 2010, the members of the European Committee for Standardization (CEN) adopted 
unanimously, with no vote against, the marking of loading units with an ILU-Code. No one 
questions its usefulness. Nevertheless, even if such a standard offers advantages to all, its 
introduction in the transition phase means additional work. Moreover, the advantages will 
only be noticeable when this new system is used by a majority of the market participants. 
The European Commission is convinced that the increased recourse to data processing, 
telecommunications and harmonised standards will make the economy more competitive, 
that’s why it finances the ILU-Code information campaign through the DESTINY project. 
The EU-Commission prefers solutions which are proposed and worked out by the industry 
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itself rather than solutions having to be implemented by the legislation, or even forced, and 
then managed by the Authorities.  
 
How do you intend to convince thousands of transport companies in Europe of the advantages 
of this Code?  
Indeed, our campaign consists mainly of a conviction work, i. e. to prove to the companies 
that the introduction of the ILU-Code is an advantage for them all and that their gain in 
profitability is considerably higher than the low cost of the registration of an owner-key by a 
company (fix cost of 250 €, renewal cost every two years 100 €) and the marking of the 
units.  
However, there is some pressure also. All CT operators which are grouped together in the 
UIRR and all railway undertakings, which are members of the UIC, decided that, for 
Combined Transport, they would only accept loading units with an ILU- or BIC-Code in the 
case of containers as from the 1st of July 2014.  
Personally, I am very impressed by the positive feedback we received; to date 15 national 
and international federations representing the various transport modes have, within the 
framework of the project DESTINY, accepted to inform their members through their own 
information channels. This shows a common will of the entire branch.  
 
The UIRR has been allocating ILU owner-keys for 2 years now. What questions or issues have 
appeared since?  
Based on our own experience, we explained all the details on our multilingual website 
www.ilu-code.eu. However, for any doubt or lack of precision, our team in Brussels is always 
ready to help, over the phone or by e-mail. We understand that one needs to be sure he/she 
fully understands everything before marking an entire fleet of loading units. A few logistic 
companies turned to us because they did not know who to address to get stickers for the 
marking of their loading units. That is why we worked on a solution and, since the beginning 
of 2013 we have been able to offer ILU-Code stickers directly online and at a very attractive 
price. This service is important, particularly for the existing loading units. The new units are, 
in general, delivered by the manufacturer already fitted with all required labels and 
markings according to the owner’s wish.  
 
What are your estimates for 2020?  
We can easily estimate that, a few years from here, the ILU-Code will be as normal as the 
BIC-Code is today in maritime transport and people will have difficulty to believe that it was 
not always there.   
In the middle run, I presume that not only the logistic companies, which are active in 
multimodal, but also pure road haulers will use the ILU-Code and that they will mark not 
only their swap-bodies and cranable semi-trailers but also, like in the USA, their vehicles, 
other types of loading units and transport devices.  
 
  

http://www.ilu-code.eu/�
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Advantages of the ILU-Code 
• Every actor of the intermodal transport-chain can easily trace the owner of a loading 

unit. 
• Owners receive reliable tracking and tracing information.   
• No need for a new codification when selling used loading units. 
• The check-digit reveals 95% of data entry errors.  
• The software used to process the BIC-Code is suitable for the ILU-Code.  
• Suitable for optical character recognition (OCR). 
• Quicker processing via the fast lanes of terminals and ports. 
 
 
 
The structure of the ILU-Code 
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