Railroad Reform Effort Shows Momentum

B Shippers fan out across Capitol Hill to press issues of competition, reliability.

By Steven Johnson

he drive to reform the nation’s

freight rail system is picking up
steam, and congressional allies want
shippers to keep up the pressure.

Despite a multimillion-dollar
lobbying blitz by railroad interests,
speakers at a March 12 legislative
rally in Washington told shippers
that they are winning converts for
measures to curb monopolistic rail-
road practices.

“Good bipartisan support is start-
ing to build,” Rep. Charles W. Bous-
tany Jr., R-La., said at Rail Customer
Day.

“It doesn’t stop here. You need
to hound [representatives] back
home in their districts and work
with them and push them so we can
get these bills done.”

The event, sponsored by Con-
sumers United for Rail Equity,
brought together co-ops, grain and
chemical producers, regulatory
commissioners and shippers to
press the case for competition in an
industry dominated by a handful of
carriers. NRECA CEO Glenn Eng-
lish is chairman of the group.

Specifically, shippers want the
Senate to take up S. 772, a bill that
would subject railroads to the
nation’s antitrust laws. It cleared
the Senate Judiciary Committee last
September.

Other legislation afoot includes

H.R. 1650, the companion House
bill to S. 772, and S. 953 and H.R.
2125, which would revamp the Sur-
face Transportation Board, the
three-member federal oversight
panel considered a hospitable spot
for rail interests.

Speakers at the rally said captive
shippers who lack access to compet-
itive rail service have the most to
lose under the current system.

“The chokehold the railroad
industry has on the U.S.
economy right now is very
threatening, and it doesn’t
cost $200 billion to fix it.”

— Rep. Marion Berry, D-Ark.

They pay 300 to 400 percent
more than benchmark shipping
costs, according to a study by Escala-
tion Consultants of Maryland.

In an economic downturn, those
numbers put shippers at a gross dis-
advantage, according to Rep. Mari-
on Berry, D-Ark., who cited the Fed-
eral Reserve Board’s recent deci-
sion to provide $200 billion to
major lending institutions on
lenient borrowing terms.

“'m not second-guessing the
Fed, but I can tell you this,” Berry
said, “If they can spend that kind of
money for that reason, the choke-
hold the railroad industry has on
the U.S. economy right now is very

threatening, and it doesn’t cost
$200 billion to fix it.”

Rep. Tim Walz, D-Minn., author
of an amendment to the House ver-
sion of the pending Farm Bill that
calls for a study of rail service,
pointed to STB decisions that have
sided with carriers at the expense of
shippers.

“The problem is that you've got
nowhere to take your grievances on
this,” he said.

“When they tell me, ‘Well, you
can simply go to STB and get it
worked out,’ that tests my optimism.
I don’t think there’s anybody in this
room who believes that is the fairest
way or the most expedient way to
have your case heard.”

Added Zack Space, D-Ohio:
“The legislation would put us on a
level playing field.”

Among participants were repre-
sentatives of co-ops and other ship-
pers who flew from Arkansas to meet
with STB officials before fanning out
to Capitol Hill.

Steve Sharp, head of fuel procure-
ment for Arkansas Electric Co-op
Corp., Little Rock, said the G&T had
been importing coal from abroad to
make up for missing and delayed rail
shipments from Wyoming.

“Even the price of the foreign
coal is increasing, so that gives more
urgency to what we're doing here,”
he said. “We need to be in this for
the long run.” O




