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Abstract
Safe, reliable, and efficient transportation systems are essential to economic viability and strength. System-wide efficiency and intermodal connectivity must be explored across state boundaries to improve competitiveness, for suppliers, manufactures, distributors, and retailers. In this paper, the authors present findings of interviews across the Mississippi Valley region to identify short and long-term issues surrounding anticipated increases in freight movement. Qualitative customer input was collected through interviews with representatives from agencies, businesses or associations with a significant presence in shipping and/or carrying sectors in the region. Six primary issues are common among the interviewees: infrastructure condition, congestion, safety, productivity, workforce, and transportation finance. The objective was to collect specific issue so concerns common across customers in the region could be addressed by the established Mississippi Valley Freight Coalition.
Introduction
Freight has grown significantly over the past decade. It is projected to continue to grow at the same or even greater rate over the next decade.  To address challenges in the Mississippi Valley region, the ten states (Illinois, Indiana, Iowa, Kansas, Kentucky, Michigan, Minnesota, Missouri, Ohio, and Wisconsin) have agreed to formally cooperate on freight related issues. These states share key interstate highway corridors, rail infrastructure, and inland and Great Lakes waterways.  

The Mississippi Valley region is approaching a critical point in its transportation and economic history. Just as global competition is challenging the economic preeminence of the US, particularly in the manufacturing and agricultural sectors critical to the Upper Midwest region, congestion and inadequate investments are threatening to strangle historically efficient and dependable transportation systems. Manufacturing and agriculture generate significant amounts of freight and are dependent upon efficient transportation systems to remain competitive in the global market. The region is also the economic and geographic cross roads of the nation. All major U.S. and Canadian railroads converge in Chicago. Major East-West (I-80, I-90, and I-94) and North-South (I-35, I-69, I-71, and I-75) roadways link the states to each other and to the nation. Ports on the Great Lakes and the Illinois, Ohio, Mississippi, and Missouri Rivers are critical to the nation and to the world. 

Using data provided from the Federal Highway Administration (FHWA), analysis of the Upper Midwest shows that 40% of the average freight traffic (by weight) on I-75, just north of Toledo, Ohio, is moving between Ohio and other states in the region (excluding Canadian provinces) (1). A regional review conducted by the Federal Reserve Bank of Chicago found that, on average, about 35% of outbound freight movements (by value) from Illinois, Indiana, Michigan, Ohio, and Wisconsin went to another state within the study region (2). This intra-regional freight activity demonstrates the important economic rationale for regional cooperation. 
In response to the growing freight demand in the region, the states in the region created the Mississippi Valley Freight Coalition (MVFC) to cooperate in the planning, operation, preservation, and improvement of freight transportation infrastructure. Three elements: cooperation across state and international borders, intermodal systems operation, and adequate system capacity form the Coalition’s vision.  
Under the directive of the Mississippi Valley Conference of the American Association of State Highway and Transportation Officials (AASHTO) Board of Directors, the MVFC expressed a desire for more direct customer input into proposed actions. This paper presents the results of a broad customer outreach effort. Qualitative customer input was collected through interviews with representatives from agencies, businesses or associations with a significant presence in shipping and/or carrying sectors in the region.
Methodology
To solicit broad customer input, business leaders in all ten of the Mississippi Valley states were interviewed either in one-on-one sessions, or in groups, in person or via telephone during the months of July to October 2006. 85 representative from trucking firms, railroads, maritime industry representatives, airport operators, chambers of commerce, manufacturers and agri-businesses all presented their perspectives on obstacles and opportunities for freight movement within the region. Figure 1 shows a breakdown of the interviews by sector. Each interview began with broad questions related to challenges or problems that shippers and carriers are currently confronting in the movement of freight. Respondents were asked to look into the future to discuss issues that they might confront the next decade. Figure 2 lists the interview questions.
Information was collected in the form of discussion rather than survey. The results are qualitative. The discussion notes and transcripts were synthesized to identify the primary issues of concerns and challenges facing the freight industry. Six primary issues are common among the interviewees: infrastructure condition, congestion, safety, productivity, workforce, and transportation finance. In the following section we present each issue along with our customers’ perspectives on action items to preserve or improve freight mobility and economic health in the region.
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Figure 1: Customer Interview Participants


1. Tell me a little about your business or association. What does it do?

2. What are the biggest problems, or challenges, related to the movement of freight facing your industry today? Will those problems change as you look at the next decade?
3. What’s the biggest long term issue you see?


4. How do you see the modes operating in the future?


5. What about intermodal, do you use it? Why or why not?


6. What would it take to make intermodal more attractive?


7. What would it take to make rail or water more attractive?


8. To what extent does your organization use rail or water? Why the choice?


9. To what extent has the capacity of the freight system impacted your operations?


10.  If I were your state transportation agency head, what advice would you give me?
11. What specific actions would you recommend to the coalition and its member states to address the problems that you outlined above?

12. What should be at the top of the agenda for the coalition?

Figure 2: Interview Questions

Issues of Concern

Infrastructure Condition
Every interview included a discussion on the state of the nation’s infrastructure. Survey respondents overwhelmingly indicated that the nation’s transportation infrastructure is in need of great attention. The message was clear and nearly unanimous. Highways are rough; bridges are deteriorating; short-line railroads generally have low operating speeds due to deteriorating track conditions and river locks are limited.

Not all those who made these comments agree that more overall financial investment was the answer. Several suggest the need for more strategic investments, following a performance-based approach. Those with this view recognize the need for investments to be spread geographically and by jurisdiction to gain political support, but argue that political decision-making is not always the best approach to allocating scarce transportation resources. Earmarking at the federal level is also a source of concern over the optimal use of available resources.
A majority of interview respondents offered support for increased spending and enhanced revenues, provided funding was dedicated to transportation improvements in the highway infrastructure.  

Congestion
The second category is congestion. Nearly 95 percent of interviewees raised the issue of congestion. It is an issue for all modes. 

Highway Congestion
Many freeway links in the region are congested to the point of unreliability, especially urban links. While the suggestions did include building more capacity, other ideas were also put forward.

Recommendations for dealing with highway congestion issues:

1. Consider urban traffic operations from the perspective of the truck driver to create more rational regulations. Several respondents indicated that many cities require or urge truckers to keep to the right lane(s). From the trucker’s perspective this means frequent lane changes and many conflicts with automobiles, because right lanes often are dropped—or added—when passing interchanges with merging lanes. Merging movements by automobiles are a source of conflict. Since most entrances and exits to the freeways are on the right, keeping trucks to the right increases the number of truck-auto conflicts. Several people suggested that keeping through trucks to the left could significantly reduce a safety hazard and effectively increase freeway capacity in urban areas.

2. Ensure that adequate truck parking is available outside of urban areas. This will allow truckers to better time deliveries in urban areas, but it will also allow them to pass through urban areas at off-peak hours. Most drivers would opt to park outside urban areas and wait until mid-day or evening rather than facing peak hour congestion.

3. Implement adequate traveler information systems. Reliable, real-time traveler information that would alert drivers to the existence of an incident on the freeway, while they still had route options available, could save both driver time and overall congestion. For truckers this would be best delivered through the several in-truck communication systems, but many truckers urge that broader distribution, such as satellite radio, also be used so that the information is also available to the automobile driver.  

4. Encourage truck-rail intermodal. A representative of a manufacturing firm noted that truck-rail intermodal had once been used to move product between two urban areas about 400 kilometers (roughly 250 miles) apart. That service has now vanished, putting many more trucks on the road. “Why wouldn’t it be in everyone’s best interest to keep cargo on the trains to reduce the number of trucks on the roads?” he asked. The same respondent noted that there must be some technological application that can speed the movement of trucks to and from rails.

5. Consider truck lanes, maybe. Carriers have mixed views of truck lanes. Most agreed that keeping heavy duty commercial vehicles and automobiles separated would be good for safety, but the establishment of truck lanes essentially creates a new Interstate system.  Design challenges provide access and structural conflicts.  Many argued that carriers should not have to finance the system. These concerns tend to make the trucking industry guarded in response to the idea of adding truck lanes. Many also noted that it would be difficult or impossible to continue truck lanes through cities, where the capacity constraints are worst. Anything less than a full multi-lane system will likely hinder the flow of trucks, since the speed of a single lane would be limited by the slowest operator in the corridor.

6. Invest more strategically. Similar to the comment under infrastructure condition, many interviewees questioned the use of earmarks and other political decision-making processes. They argued that a more analytic and strategic approach is needed to allocate available resources in a manner that would maximize benefit.     
Rail Congestion

For railroads, capacity is also an issue. Class I operators have capacity constraints on many of their key regional corridors. Not only does this limit the ability to deliver cargo, it also limits the access of shortlines and regional railroads to mainline tracks, thereby inhibiting movement of shorter-haul cargo. Shortline operators cited this congestion as one of the major impediments to their successful operation and expansion. Class I rail lines are also often operating near or at capacity. 
The fundamental issue is availability of capital. Railroads are capital-intensive, and it is difficult to justify investment in new capacity intended to serve for one hundred years or more without a clear indication of a return on that investment. 
Recommendations for dealing with rail congestion issues:
1. Support legislation that will provide tax credits for eligible investment. Senate Bill SB1125 “Freight Rail Infrastructure Capacity Expansion Act of 2007 includes several of the provisions.  This legislation provides a 25% tax credit for eligible investments, particularly capacity and new locomotives. It would also allow more investments to be expensed, further cutting tax liabilities. A conceptually similar bill passed the US Congress during a previous session providing tax credits for shortline and regional rail companies.
2. Have the public sector assume a larger share of the cost of rail-highway crossings, reducing the burden on the railroads. The argument here is that public investment is justified since a demonstrable benefit can be found for the public sector in safety and congestion reduction. 
3.  Similarly, provide public financing for selected projects that clearly have a public benefit in the form of congestion relief or crash reduction on the highway and street system. The Alameda Corridor and Chicago Region Environmental and Transportation Efficiency Program (CREATE) are two good examples. The CREATE Program will expedite the movement of rail cargo — with a value of more than $350 billion in the first year — through the Chicago region, saving money for rail customers who will be able to reduce their inventory levels. The estimated inventory savings have a present value of $40 million (3).

4. Level the playing field. Railroad representatives argue that trucking firms do not pay the full cost of the damage that they incur to the highways, while rail companies maintain their own facilities. (in addition, rail companies pay into the railroad retirement system, not experienced by other transportation companies.) If railroads did not have these unusual costs of doing business they would have more money to invest. While this is a contentious subject in the freight industry, it was raised by multiple respondents among the business and association representatives.

5. Use public dollars to invest directly in needed rail capacity. This idea is worthy of discussion though it was not embraced by most class I officials because of potential constraints that might accompany the public dollars. The trucking community suspicious that the dollars would be diverted from highways to rail does not support the investment. 
6. Use other rail corridors. The Canadian railroads and the Canadian West Coast Ports have capacity and may provide an. alternative to Long Beach and the Chicago-centered railroads. Goods could travel from Asia though the Canadian ports and on the Canadian railroads to the head of Lake Superior or to intermodal hubs, such as Toledo, further to the East. This would bypass the congestion of both Long Beach and Chicago. 
Maritime Capacity
Maritme carriers see enormous capacity on the rivers and the Great Lakes that could be tapped for relatively modest investments but would require a change in mindset of shippers. The result could be a significant reduction in future congestion on the freeways and railroads of the region. 
Recommendations for dealing with maritime capacity issues:

1. Support modernization of the region’s river and lake locks. These investments would do much to improve the reliability and the efficiency of maritime freight transportation. 
2. Support revisions in federal laws that inhibit the use of the maritime mode. The Jones Act and the Harbor Maintenance Act were the two laws mentioned. 

Air Congestion
Congestion in the nation’s freight air cargo airports is increasing to the point of becoming an economic growth impediment. In this area, the suggested method of dealing with constrained capacity is to utilize airports with capacity that do not compete in already congested airspace and would not compete for already congested ground transportation to and from the airports. A number of such airports already exist in the region. 
Safety

Safety issues are most critical for truck and rail freight transport. The hours of service rules and the lack of adequate parking are concerns for truckers. Railroads cited the growth in the number of highway crossings as suburban and ex-urban development occurs. More crossings also slow the movement of trains, effectively reducing capacity. For both groups there is little financial incentive to invest in safety equipment.  
To improve safety, six ideas priorities arise: 
1. Provide adequate truck parking so that truckers can safely get needed and mandatory rest. 
2. Support revisions to the hours of service rules. Trucking representatives have mixed views on the hours of service rules, but most agree the current rules encourage drivers to drive too long; revisions are needed to provide more flexibility for drivers to rest “off-the-clock”. Most want modest flexibility; not a return to the wide range of driving and resting options allowed by the old rules.  
3. Offered a “carrot versus the stick” by providing incentives for firms to invest in safety equipment (also for environmentally-friendly engines). This could be in the form of tax credit or relaxation of excise taxes on trucks and equipment. 
4. Provide better information to companies about driver records and drug and alcohol testing. For example, Kentucky is developing a state registry that would provide information on drug testing results as well as refusals to be tested. This should help to keep problem drivers off the road.
5. Provide better information and training for the managers of trucking companies on the requirements of state and federal laws and regulations that govern trucking. Several states have efforts in this area that might be used as models. 

6. Reduce auto-truck conflicts by evaluating traffic regulations that force trucks to interact with autos and change lanes frequently. This broad topic was also raised in discussions on congestion. While few offered alternatives that were easily implemented, the subject requires further investigation across the region.
Productivity

The issue of productivity was raised in several ways. Many industry representatives spoke of longer combination vehicles (triples and turnpike doubles) and increased weight limits as ways to improve their productivity. While these comments were heard often, the industry is far from united in their views. Some question the economics of such vehicles; others question their safety. Shortline railroads spoke of the need to invest in track necessary to allow the industry standard car weights and to move at higher speeds.

Recommendations for improving productivity in the trucking industry:

1. Create regional permitting systems to reduce the burdensome paperwork required by state and local jurisdictions for oversized or overweight loads. Private companies currently offer permitting services for a fee. 
2. Increase truck weights limits by 20 percent. Not all truckers want this; some argue that cost to transport by the truck-load would increase but revenues would not. Higher weights would simply put more wear on trucks and raise fuel costs without generating more revenue for the truckers. 
3. Increase truck sizes. Longer combination vehicles (LCV) are already allowed on many tollways in the region. A regional system that allowed triples or turnpike doubles could significantly increase productivity by yielding 50% or more payload per driver and power unit. Such a system would have to be coupled with areas in which larger units can be built and broken down for transport to locations off the designated system. Advocates point to the safety record of the vehicles, which are driven by the most experienced drivers and limit their operations in bad weather and see LCVs as a partial solution to driver shortages. Again, not all truckers are in agreement. Some argue that LCVs are simply not safe on many roads.

Workforce

Finding qualified employees is an issue for all of the modes, but the truck driver shortages appear to be the most critical. Some describe the issue  as a driver shortage while other say the source of the problem not in the supply of drivers but in how drivers are managed and treated. Furthermore, many small companies cannot hire inexperienced drivers because they cannot afford to insure them. 

Some of the ideas offered to deal with the driver workforce include: 
1. Standardize or accredit educational programs for drivers. Ideally, this would be a collaborative effort of the industry, the educational community and the departments of transportation. Many state trucking associations and some individual companies already work with technical colleges to ensure that good driver training programs are available. These programs turn out excellent drivers, but not all driving schools adhere to the same high standards.  
2. Make employment of 18 to 24 year olds more practical. In most states intrastate truck driving is allowed at age 18, but drivers must be 21 years old to drive interstate commerce and they usually must have three years of experience to qualify for affordable insurance. While it is not clear what steps could be taken to achieve this goal, getting potential drivers interested in trucking before they commit to other careers would benefit the industry.

3. Joining with the industry to improve the image of the trucking driving profession. Truck driving has become a second or third career or a career of last resort for many people. In part this can be attributed to a negative view that truck drivers have gotten in recent years. Publicizing the positive contributions of truckers, particularly things like the Highway Watch program, could help to make driving a more attractive profession.
Transportation Finance

The interviewees are concerned about the fairness of taxing and tolling. Are dollars being used to benefit those who pay? Are passenger vehicles paying their fair share? Are trucks subsidized? Are tolls just another way to make truckers pay more? Will highway fees be used to support non-highway modes?

Better transportation will cost money, which may require increases in fees and taxes. Most interviewees accept this reality with strong views on how transportation should be financed. Truckers, in particular, want to restore integrity to transportation funding. In recent years many states have seen a diversion of highway user fees to non-highway and non-transportation purposes. In the view of truckers, this violates an agreement between the highway user and the states. The message is simple - truckers do not want to pay increased highway user fees or fuel taxes unless they are assured that current taxes are being used for highway infrastructure. 
Some truckers want to evaluate the total transportation funding system arguing that the current system—fuel taxes, registration fees and excise taxes—is moving the incidences of tax burden more and more to the trucker and away from the automobile. They cite the increasing fuel efficiency of the auto fleet and the declining efficiency of the truck fleet, due to mandatory emissions controls, to support this view. Others argued that the fuel tax is still the best way to raise needed revenues. Few have any opinions on the alternative taxing mechanisms—vehicle-miles-traveled (VMT) tax or bill of lading tax—that are currently being discussed.

Conclusion

The 2006 customer survey conducted across the Mississippi Valley region identified a series of important observations across the freight industry. These observations and recommendations detailing infrastructure condition, capacity, safety, productivity, workforce development, and long-term finance will help guide the actions of public sector decision-making. While there appear to be few easy solutions, addressing these challenges will enable the region to remain competitive domestically and internationally for years to come.
The interview results and survey findings were presented to the MVFC Executive Committee in a summary report and set the foundation for future actions of the MVFC. 
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