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Freight Rail Overview  

 Each American requires the movement 
of approximately 40 tons of freight per 
year across the freight network.  

 

 Between 2010 and 2035, the system will 
experience a 22 percent increase in the 
total amount of tonnage it moves. 

 

  By 2050, with an estimated 420 million 
people in the U.S., the freight increase is 
projected to be 35 percent. 

 



US Railroad Facts  

 1,471,736      Railroad Cars 

    140,000      Miles of Railroad Track  

      31,875      Locomotives 

       39.53 M   Carloads of freight 

            63      Tons per car  

     $81.7 B      Freight Revenue 

          917 miles average length of haul  

         10.7 million containers per year 

 

Source: AAR 



One Rail Car Equals 4 
Truckloads  

Source: AAR 



The North American Rail Network  



Types of Railroads  
 Class I railroads (7) Have annual revenue exceeding $453 million and account 

for 69% of the industry’s mileage, 90% of its employees, and 94% of its freight 
revenue. They operate in 44 states and the District of Columbia and 
concentrate largely on long-haul, high-density intercity traffic. There are 
seven Class I railroads:  

 Short line and regional railroads (560) account for 31% of U.S. freight rail 
mileage and 10% of employees. They range in size from small operators 
handling a few carloads a month to multi-state operators close to Class I size. 
The more than 560 short line and regional railroads operate in every U.S. 
state except Hawaii and often feed traffic to Class I railroads and receive 
traffic from Class I railroads for final delivery.  

 Switching and terminal railroads usually perform pick-up and delivery 
services within a port or industrial area, or move traffic between other 
railroads.  

Source: AAR 



Short Line Train Service  

 MN has 17 Short line Railroads 

 Many were low density lines abandoned by 
Class 1 railroads. 

 Entrepreneur's bought these rail segments and 
with a lower cost structure attempted to 
rebuild the business. 

 Short Lines served by more than one railroad 
are often most desirable to provide resilient 
service. 

 The short lines are the fastest growing segment 
of railroads. Short lines originate or terminate 
one in five freight rail cars.  

 



What is Sustainability and the Triple 
Bottom Line? 

Natural Environment 

 

Economic Vitality 

 

Healthy Communities 
 

 

 



How do Railroads Contribute to 
Environmental Sustainability? 

 One rail freight car can carry the equivalent of four truck loads 

 Railroads consume almost one-third less fuel than trucks per ton-mile moved 

 One rail car can carry a ton of cargo 480 miles on one gallon of fuel 

 Railroads are working to reduce emissions of particulate matter by 90% and 
nitrogen oxide by 80%.  

 One train can remove more than 280 trucks (the equivalent of 1,100 cars) 
from the highways 

 If just 10% of the freight currently moving by truck moved by rail, over 1 
billion gallons of fuel would be saved and greenhouse gas emissions would 
drop by 12 million tons 

 Short line railroads take the equivalent of nearly 33 million truck loads off the 
highways, saving the country over $1.4 billion annually in highway repair costs 



Freight Railroad Innovations Benefit the 
Environment  
 New technological innovations, equipment investments and improved operations: rail 

freight volume is nearly double what it was in 1980, while railroads’ fuel consumption 
remains relatively flat. 

 Improved freight car design and braking systems:  allow the average freight train to carry 
almost 3,500 tons of freight today, up from 2,222 tons in 1980, 2,755 tons in 1990, and 
2,923 tons in 2000. 

 New, Efficient Locomotives: Freight  railroads have purchased thousands of new, more 
efficient locomotives, including many “Gensets” that have several independent engines that 
turn on and off depending on how much power is needed to perform a particular task. In 
addition, many older, less fuel efficient locomotives have been retired from service 

 New Technologies and Products: Freight railroads have installed new idling reduction 
technologies, such as stop-start systems that shut down a locomotive when it is not in use 
and restart it when needed. Plus, improved rail lubrication reduces friction in the wheel-rail 
interface, saving fuel and reducing wear and tear on track and locomotives. 

 Advanced Software: New, highly advanced computer software systems can calculate the 
most fuel-efficient speed for a train over a given route, determine the most efficient spacing 
and timing of trains on a railroad’s system, and monitor locomotive functions and 
performance to ensure peak efficiency.  



Context Sensitive Terminal Designs 

 Energy Production -Solar, wind, renewable energy 

 Energy Reduction – e.g., lighting efficiencies, day lighting 

 Electric Cranes–Wide-Span Gantry Cranes engaged in 
stacking operations, reduce truck activities & noise 

 Preferred Parking for Carpool and Vanpool 

 Centralizes and Minimizes Truck Movements 

 Storm water Management  

 Extensive stream buffers 

 Regionally significant wetland and bird habitat mitigation 

 



Types of Rail Service  - Unit Trains 

 A unit train is a freight train 
carrying the same type of 
commodity, from origin to 
destination. Depending on the 
railroad and location, they can be 
between 65 cars in length and 
200 cars (or more). The 
locomotives pulling the train will 
usually stay connected from origin 
to destination, which is why you 
will find a locomotive from one 
railroad on another railroad. This 
keeps the train running efficiently, 
which is why unit trains are the 
most efficient form of land 
transportation.  

 Cars are typically owned by the 
industry (coal, grain or oil) 

 



Types of Rail Service - Manifest Trains  

 A manifest train is a train that has 
every type of car in it. Sometimes 
referred to a General Merchandise 
Train. For example, when you see 
trains with box, tank, cushion-coil, 
gondola, hopper, autorack and any 
other car, that's a manifest train.  

 On the Union Pacific, 25% of trains 
are manifest. 

 Trains move when minimum 
tonnage is met. Road Trains deliver 
cars to a regional yard. Local trains 
complete the first and last mile. 



Types of Rail Service - Intermodal Trains  

Intermodal Growth  Intermodal Network 



Intermodal Terminals  



Transload Operations  

OPERATORS  

 Captive Class 1 operation 

 Short Line Operation with multiple 
rail connections 

 Independent operation with value 
added services 

 Intermodal Container Cross Dock 
Operations   

SERVICES  

 Bulk 

 Dimensional 

 Mobile 

 First and Last Mile 

 Value Added 

 Warehousing  

Aggregate 
Agricultural Products 
Bituminous Coal 
Chemical Products 
Clay Soil Products 
Coke 
Dried Distiller’s Grain (DDG’s) 
Flour 
Lime 
Magnesium Hydroxide 
Plastics 
Potassium Chloride 
Processed Water 
Resin Coated Sand 
Salt 
Scrap Metals 
Wheat 

PRODUCTS 



Transloads Are Growing Rapidly  

Short Term Storage Rail to Truck Transfer 



Minnesota Railroad Profile  

Inbound Carloads  
Inbound 

Coal
Chemicals
Farm
Other
Intermodal

Outbound Carloads 
Outbound 

Metallic Ores
and Minerals

Farm
Products

Food Products

Other

Intermodal

19 Freight Railroads – 4,292 Freight Rail Miles in the State  



Wisconsin Railroad Profile  

Inbound Carloads  

Outbound  

Sand &
Stone
Grain

Forest
Products
Other

Intermodal

Outbound Carloads  

Inbound 

Coal

Metalic Ores

Forest
Products
Other

Intermodal

8 Freight Railroads  3,438 Freight Railroad Miles in State  



Railroad Business Model Sustainability  
Ownership Model  
 Railroads own and maintain their own right of way 

 17 Railroad Unions 

 Owns locomotive power and approximately 50% of the railcars 

 Terminal operation is costly  

 Purpose to make a profit 

 Not Common Carriers 

Performance Measures  

 Asset Utilization 

 Revenue Ton Miles 

 Terminal Dwell time 

 Trailing tons per locomotive  
 



Railroad Trends 

 Longer trains with Distributed power (to drive 
down unit cost) 

 Focus on Technology (to reduce labor)  

 Larger capacity rail cars (315,000 lbs) 

 Reduction in car types supported 

 Dynamic commodity mix  

 Regulation 
 



Railroad Challenges  

 Expansion Costly and Difficult  

 Increasing Public Interest in Shared Use Corridors 

 Low cost truck competition  
 Low fuel cost 

 Low barriers to entry 

 Regulation 
• Crew Size 

• PTC unfunded mandate 

• Tank car safety 
 

 

 



Connecting Rural America  

 Federal Government gave 
railroads alternate tracts 
of land in exchange for 
the Railroad to fund 
expansion 

 Minnesota has a rich 
history. James J. Hill was 
considered a master of 
Economic Development 
and supported research 
for crops and livestock to 
assure a competitive crop. 

 



Challenges to Rural Rail Service 

Class 1 railroads volume requirements 
Need to keep main line clear to 

move/reduce switching time on mainline 
network. 

Smaller shipper’s ability to invest in rail 
cars 

Customer Commitment 
Examine Transload Models with shared 

access 



Population is Moving to Urban Areas 



Logistics Cluster Development 

Why Clusters? 
Expanded Knowledge Base 
 Shared Supply Base 
 Increased Labor Pool 
Results in: 
 Increased Productivity 
 Increased Innovation 
 High Pace of Business Formation 
 Reduced cost and increased service  



Source: http://www.clustermapping.us/region/economic/duluth_mn_wi 

Duluth’s 2015 Cluster Portfolio 

http://www.clustermapping.us/region/economic/duluth_mn_wi
http://www.clustermapping.us/region/economic/duluth_mn_wi


Leveraging Transportation Will Increase Traded 
Cluster Activities  



Minnesota Modal Share  
Cluster Opportunities Require All Modes 
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Source: http://freighteconomyatlas.org/wp-content/uploads/2014/09/Rail-Freight-final.pdf 



Keys to Success for Duluth Intermodal 
Investments 

 1. Economics are essential to support a sustainable business model  

 2. Think Big – 96% of consumers are outside of US 

 3. Collaboration is Essential – Duluth has strong political leadership and 
adequate freight. Leverage teamwork to build clusters. 

 4. Education and Workforce Development is essential 

 5. Brand and Communicate your Success! 
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