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“VTrans acknowledges the current vagaries of performing economic forecasting in light of the 
ongoing impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, but notes, nevertheless, that, as an economic 
proposition, the proposed merger essentially maintains the status quo anticipated even in the 
absence of the merger.” —  The State of Vermont (VTrans) comments in response to CSX 
supplemental traffic projections filed in STB Finance Docket No. 36472, CSX Control of and 
Merger with Pan Am Systems. [emphasis added] 

“The Cass Truckload Linehaul Index® is a measure of market fluctuations in per-mile truckload 
line-haul rates, independent of additional cost components such as fuel and accessorials.” —  
Cass Information Systems, Inc.  

Last week I alluded to a graph of the truckload market share of tonnage moving. I have not 
been successful in finding any graphics of truck volumes per se, yet this exhibit from Cass 
Information Systems tells the tale from a slightly different angle. 

This shows the trend of truckload spot pricing over the last ten years. The sharp uptick in 2021 
tells us there is more demand for truck space than there is supply of available trucks, pushing up 
spot prices. Meanwhile, railroad rates are increasing at barely the rate of railroad inflation on flat 
volumes. Proof once again that manufacturers with goods to move are opting for truck, 
especially where lead times are short, transit times are critical, and reliability is key.  

Railroad Week in Review October 1, 2021 Page  of 1 3



In a manufacturing downturn, the smart money works down raw materials inventory and trims 
orders for new, diminishing inbound transportation demand. At the same time, the smart money 
sells forward as much finished goods as possible, increasing demand for outbound transportation.  
I venture to say this trend is at least partly behind the sharp uptick in the green line in the Cass 
Chart above.  

This chart from the AAR 
Rail Time Indicators for 
September shows that goods 
are still being produced, 
albeit at a moderated pace.  

Yet, as shown above, the rate 
of change in railroad carload 
gains month-to-month lags 
the broader index(red line).  

I remain convinced that less 
than stellar railroad 
performance is largely to 
blame and that the focus on 
operating ratios and headcount isn’t helping.  

A reader in Connecticut adds some useful railroad parallels to last week’s Wayne Gretzky 
theme. He writes, “How do you move the puck to where you want it to be? 

#1, you need ice 
#2, you need a stick (and skates, etc.) 
#3, you need players and teamwork  

In railroad terms,  

#1: track- sufficient capacity, in good condition (bad ice is not useful) 
#2, equipment- sufficient locomotives, in good condition (a broken stick or one in the stick rack 
is useless) 
#3, personnel- don’t lay them off and treat them like serfs, or you won’t have anyone to move the 
puck (and low morale gets very little done).” 

Viewed from the sidelines, think of the goal on your left as representing a healthy business 
environment and the goal on the right representing diminished business opportunities. The puck 
is speeding toward the goal on the right. What do you do? 
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On the  inbound side, you encourage the customer to tell his vendors to cut back to a certain 
volume. On the outbound side you order empties so he can get finished goods out the door. You 
call the class I so they know what’s going on and encourage them to be part of the process.   

I know it works because I’ve done it. You save the customer the expense of having inbounds 
CP’ed, you help his receivables with front money for finished goods, and you’ve shown the 
customer how you can be his advocate. All by skating where the puck is headed.  

The AAR Weekly US Rails Traffic Report has coal up 13 percent year-to-date through Sep 11. 
Most of it has to be in the west, where BNSF sees be doing particularly well. In the east, met 
coal in the tri-state area around Bristol, Va/Tenn, is strong while steam coal trains  
in the area are pretty scarce. Sample reports from clients: 

** The last remaining coal-fired plant in our service area is gearing up for the winter, but no one 
has crews to move the trains. CSX just turned down the opportunity to move 120,000 tons. NS is 
on the clock to make a decision. My bet is it will be sent to a nearby transload and trucked in. 

** As of a few months ago our area coal-fired plant had enough coal on site to last several years, 
but burn is up lately. The outlook for replenishment is not good. NS has no extra crews qualified 
on the branch and, since unit coal trains are a random event, crews can no longer “hold” their 
jobs and have bid to other locations. 

** We are struggling somewhat to overcome NS service irregularities despite our efforts with 
storage, double switches and weekend service. Our coal business has taken a hit because NS 
delivery times are so inconsistent that steel mills feel a need to get emergency trucks from time 
to time.  

This turning of backs on the coal-fired utility market is ethically wrong and incredibly short-
sighted. Ethically wrong because these very utilities have represented a highly lucrative business 
base for years, irrespective of the state of the economy. Loyalty must be returned. Incredibly 
short-sighted because there will always be a niche market for steam coal in making electricity.  

The world is experiencing a massive shift to a focus on technology in lieu of energy and physical 
labor. We’re talking everything from mining bitcoin to recharging electric vehicles and 3-D 
manufacturing. For that reason, a reliable supply of fossil fuels — including coal — will 
continue to help make the world go around. Railroads turning their backs on coal customers are 
thinking like traders, not investors, and that’s a sorry sight to see.  
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