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TRANSPORTATION IN RURAL AMERICA--PROBLEMS AND RESEARCH NEEDS-

ABSTRACT “v
Rural transportation problems seem less acute than two years ago.
‘'However, problems remain and extensive multi-disciplinary research
on major modes is suggested. Mobility problems of people and o
relationships between rural development and transportation require.
study. Forecasting of supply and demand for services is needed.
ERS transportation research is outlined :

Most of»the acutefproblems that prevailed two years agobin transporting
agricultural productsqtovmarket have subsided. 'This»summerfs bountiful grain
crop is moving with relative ease through the transportation’system to meet'bv
domestic and exportﬂdemands Few rural shippers seem ‘to be hav1ng difficulty‘
arranging for transport of perishables, livestock or other commodities.
~ Also, most rural-people have access to private motor vehicles»and:are quite
mobile despite recent fuel price increases. "Nevertheless;'notiall is well
in the segments of the transportation industry serving rural America.‘

The peculiar demands of rural transportation users and;the highly regu- |
lated status of majorfsegments of the transportation industry frequently
‘result‘inlan imbalance:betmeenASupply and demand for service.? It is that
imbalance‘that gives‘rise:to most ot theiresearch‘topicstidentified in thiso
éaper' JJ o o - L v ,

Agricultural traffic; which accounts for‘abOut'a fifth'offtotal U.s.
transportation expenditures (USDA, p 1) is both seasonal and cyclical. ‘:
>Seasonality arises ‘from the nature of crop production,'cyclical changes
generally reflect sharp shifts in exports |

. Besides the 1rregu1ar demand, agricultural shipments have several other
special requirements,_mFor example,vthe bulky semi—perlshable commodlties
‘“i7“ﬁ§5§“bf the research suggestions come from a.recent Economic Research
Service (ERS) review of transportation in rural America completed at the

request of the U.S. Congress (U.S. Senate, Feb. 1975). Some of the areas
suggested for study have also been recognized by others (Casavant, Gerald

and USDA).
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_generally originateﬂatywidely scattered points and:thus requireiektensive
collection-networks. Service--including temperature; humidityrandgatmosnheric.
control.and‘minimum transit‘time—écharacterises the particular needs:of*‘
| ‘perishablesr Fertilizer and’ other farm 1nputs generally move seasonally;,
especially in the spring Nonagricultural goods are usually supplied to.:
.rural areas in small, sometimes uneconomic, shipments. e
While rural interests are especially conCerned ahoutsdeficienciesyinn

facilities and services, excess capacity‘and underutilized equipment areb
related problems. .Shipners‘may gain from excess capacity*insthe Shortrun;-

However the costs are likely to eventually be borne by users either as-
4 higher rates or indirectly through poorer service.

Anticipating'Supply and Demand for Transportation Services v

Better information is needed if the supply of transportation services
is to match future demands from rural areas.‘ Such information can help in !
developing policies that 1ead to a smoother working transportation system..
"'Ideally, the commodity transportation system would supply services to meet

demands at»projectedslevels of output, domestic use and export, While.v"
remaining financiallyfviable.b Studies are also needed'onbhow:rural trans;
portation services may be affected by shifts‘in demand'foerransportation.vvi
in thevremainder‘ot the economy. vShipping patterns; response‘capabilities
‘of trucks, railroads,"and‘barges,vand relativeicostS'of»alternativefmodes
should-all be considered. In addition to short term.benefits, such studies’
could aid investment and regulatory dec151on-making by State and Federal
governments and by the transportation industry H

Improving Rail Service in Rural Areas

Because railroads have been an important key to the continuing develop—

ment of rural resources, much study and discu881on has centered on means for
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providing better raiiAService to rural areas. Déspite the1Wideépread‘beliéf
that railroads‘are effidient in iarge V§1ume, long-distance mdvgments of
freight, the revgnue?cosf relatibnships of railroads have nbﬁlbéenﬁimpressive.
Among concernsfare abandonmenf 6f sefvicés for perishablés,:the geheralvdecliner
in local service quality, abandonment of light-~density track,'bankruptciés and
rail‘reorganizétion;»' »

The railroads' p@létive inflexibility to adjust as markgtsvchange causes
them to be residual sﬁppliers of transpoft services. This_position_along
with_their'weak finéncial condition could be the source of éoptinuing préblemé,

Although the plight,qf railroads is relatively clear;'pqlicies to resolve.
the questions invoivé avcémmunity of interests far broader than those of rural
people. Unfortunatély, few agricultural.economists are’knowiedgeable on the
relationship.between £ﬁé financial problems of railroads andithe future avéil—
ability of service‘fo‘rdral areas. The‘ufgency.of the quéstioﬁs and the
short.fime before major institutional-changes are likely to occur suggest a
need for immediatE’feSeérch efforts.

| Only a few stgdies,exist on the costs and benefits of.raii abandonménts.
Thus, it is difficulf.fobdraw conglusidns>oﬁ the éfficiency'aﬁd equity of. 
proposals that arevoffefed. But trénds in rail technologf, méthods and wbrk ﬁ»
rules are iikely to ééncenfraté thevtraffic thrbugh fewer origins aﬁd desti-
nations. This may mean-agvantages for areas with‘heavy_traffic flows, but it
could hinder the deyélppment of some rural areas. The research question»is,
could changes in tééhﬁology, institutional and structuralzcéﬁétraints or
work rules allow raiiréads to imprové service to fural comﬁunities.

Railroads view abandonmeﬁt as necessary because many branch lines do not
carry enough goods_to:be economically viable. Shippers and communities protest

abandonments because‘they foresee higher costs or restricted transportation
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options. iCains inietficiency in grain transpaftAtioﬁdéﬁféuéﬁfairéduééiaﬁ-éf
' track mileage and greater use of multlple car shipments appear to be sub— o
'stantial (Baumel Tosterud and Gaibler) 1f equitably shared :net benefits
from efficiency gains ‘éould accrue to railroads, shippers,»communlties, and '

vconsumers. HOWever, ‘there is need to study how benefits of a- modernlzed
v_ grain transportationdsystem are shared'and whether the resulting structure
‘of the grain marketing;industry is likely to be acceptable'todfarmers‘and
'consumers. . Lo ” | o i | IR
o More study is:needed ot;how to maintain an effectivexintegrated raill
system. One:examplétistexamination of the_relative economics of.public |
subsidy of rail»linesfverSUS'public improvements,in‘localfandscollectorfhighfvv"
way systemskthat mightgbe required.if some:rural7railroads are abandOnedt
More broadly, it,would be useful to‘examine costs and benefits"from alter-' ‘
natives to the current.system of ownership of linehaul track yards, and
‘terminal facilities " One proposal among several that might be studled, is.
public ownership of all rail lines and fac111ties in combination w1th private
rail»company ownership'of rolling stock. Rail freight companies would have
operating rights between specific points This proposal would allow competi-b'
tive service where feasible and could resemble the serv1ce provided by air— -
lines using facilitiesvand airlanes maintained by‘the‘Government.:‘ |

‘The whole area'ofuratesband'regulation needsdfurtherfanalysis’v It is

not clear that regulation must mean inflex1ble rates, nor 1s it clear that.
the desired degree,of-rate flexibility would occur in-an.unregulated rail
industry. 'Without{price flexibility, equipment shortagesdareﬂlikely toboccur f
periodically unless railroads maintain excess railcar capac1ty or non—price “
mechanisms are used to‘shift equipment to rural areas during periods of heavy.

demand.
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| Could the number of railcars demanded be balanced with those available
v fduring peak periods by allowing seasonal and cyclical changes in car pricesV'
vStudy of the expected influence of seasonal and cyclical rate variatlons on’
the supply of rail equipment for movement of grain could help answervthe ‘
: question. Also needed is better understanding of the probable response of
, shippers in modifying peak period shipments under flexible rates And‘.
given greater price flexibility, would the relatively inelastic short—run
car supply cause sharp price fluctuatlons detrimental to rural areas” Such
information could prOVe useful in improving equipment allocation mechanisms

Truck Service and nghwayS vg;;“

The'ability'of?trucks to prOVide‘rapid and'reliable'delivery“service'in‘
combination with publicly supported 1mprovements in highways, particularly
'the Interstates, has led to the nearly complete shift of perishables and
livestock to trucks ‘Equipment shortages. have occurred in the trucking -
industry But trucking capacity can generally be expanded to meet demand
and the agricultural exemption allows the flexibility that 1s essential B
to orderly marketing of perishables . R

biv Although ‘some complaints are heard about service quality and withdrawal
of motor-carrier service to rural communities,.little:is knownpabout rural.lb
trucking. Some research that can expose existing'problemS”orisuggest |
solutions to known problems of the rural trucking industry is possible
However, improvements in the data base are needed especially for unregulated
movements of-unmanufactured agricultural commodities.

The rail abandonment question has added to concern about ‘rural roads,
especially those in major grainvareas that would need to- carry more heavily
loaded vehicles. »Also, the trend toward centralization of grain elevators

and machinery, feed,‘seed, fertilizer, and chemical distributorsvtollarger
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rural communities and increased reliance on trucks all add to stress on ruralV'
roads, even if railroads are not abandoned ' |

Rural roads have been imprOVed somewhat but more than three—fifths of
all arterial and collector roads were identified by the States as deficient
in 1970 (u.s. Senate Feb 1975, p. 44) Well over half of the collector
mileage in the United States was found to be unpaved or had pavement unsuitedh
to continuing heavy truck traffic. Rapid escalation of maintenancebcosts :
could cause some States to decrease maintenance levels and perhaps abandonll
some roads. There is uncertainty about the economic 1imitat10ns the quality
of rural roads place on rural communities, however.. |

' The trucking induStry is probably more vulnerable to‘changes‘in‘fuel v
costs than are the rail water, and pipeline modes. Studies are 'needed“ on
possible‘economiesiin'fuelluse and gains in etficiency thatlmight result from
reduction of empty truck backhauls in rural areas.u Fuller utillzation of
round—trip capacity might develop with modest changes in regulation to allow
use of backhaul capacity at marginal cost. Also,‘some have suggested that
such rates would provide incentives for rural development,,'Ihese.questions

need‘to be exﬁiofed;;v“”'

Barges and Waterways
Barges are exempt”from'regulation in transporting bulh:agriculturali
products, and the supply of services 1s rationed by Supply and demand."
Research needs include continued study of costs and benefits of extending
barge service; ‘A reiated topic needing further.study 1s the:effect on rural>
areas 1f user chargesﬁare instituted for-waterways; T R

Effectiof Transportation on Rural Development'

An effective transportation system is necessary for rural development

although that alone doeS“not guarantee such”development, Better highways
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vimproved trucking service and developing regional markets have made 1ndustr1a1
-decentralization to suburban and nonmetropolitan areas po831ble."Because:‘
highways have become a strong determinant of industrial location andlintercity
and local movement of people, railroads are not as important in many rural
areas as they once were. |

Several additional lines of research are needed to help us understand
the relationship between transportation and rural development.v There is much o
more to know about how transportation interacts with other factors, such as
labor, resources,'and markets, in influencing the location ot industry and
economic development'in rural aréas. Nevertheless, little has been done to .
understand,thesejimbortant,relationshlps,‘

'Transnortation of People

Most‘rural peonleiuseiautomobiles.and‘lightAtruchs”as'their‘nrimary'mode
of travel._ However,féome of the'diSadvantaged——the elderly,'disabled’and
poor——mayvnot have:access to such‘private motorvvehicles. ,Also, rural:areas
_are infreduently.served by public transportation‘systems,;ilo:provide guidance
to public agencies,;additionalistudy.of rural:tripﬂcharacteristics'andxof .
alternatives to‘the'private motor vehicles'is suégested,‘h‘u' .

EnergyzResearch>

Because of its‘relative importance in transportation,”efficient use of
limited energy supplies‘has become a matter'of concern. Analysts have
‘developed data on average energy intensivenessvof the various modes and such
estimates are sometimes used in suggesting modal choices.b’However, average
. estimates often may not accurately reflect relative efficiencies because'oth
widely varying energy intensiveness within 1ndividual modes.; For~enample,
average data on energy used for rail shipments would be expected to be -

inaccurate for branch line operations. Immediate efforts,arehneeded to
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develop energy use coefficients by mode fgr a broad range éf éonditiohs.
Becausé of greater distances involved in travel, Highér energy costs

are probably affeéting'fu;al people more than thése in towns and ufban afeéé.

This‘raises importéﬁt‘research and policy quegtiOns conperning_the prsible

impact on rural people'of energy conservation measures (Rupprecht).

‘The Role of Economic Researchers

The basic role of'economic researchers wofking on rurél transpoftation
pfoblems'islto evaluate public transporfatioh bolicy as itwaffectSVOr is
affected by agriculturai and qther rural interests; A majof’task is to assess
the petfo?mance of the‘traﬁsportation system in meeting rural needs. Partvéf
the job is to appraise its ability to meet such needs.efficiently and to
examine major adjustﬁents imposed on rural areas by changés iﬁ‘thé transpor-

tation system.

Multi—Diécipliﬁafy Résearch

New directions in tréhsportation‘pbliéy come siéwiy in spite of the near
consensus By econoﬁistsvon neéded changes. fdr'example, ﬁany,economisté have
suggested a need f;fiiéss régdlafibh in the trénspdrtéfion séctor, but regu—
latory changes havébbeen relatively minor. The lesson for éc0nomi¢ researéhérs
seems clear--our resééréh needs to become_horeimuifi—diééiplinary‘if iflié to
be the most frﬁitf@l. By broadening our“inquiry tofinclu&é such disciﬁlines
as history, geography; bolitical science and'iéw; ourlfesééréh could becher
ﬁore relevént. Surely, the‘roots‘ofvtransportation probleﬁé.bften lie ou£4

side the realm of eéonomics.

TranspbrtationvEconomics Research in Economic Research
. Service R

The transportéfibn’economics research effort in ERS is patt of the
reéeagch'program of the;Nationa1 Economic Analysis Divisiqnl(NEAD); The

TgansportationvEcoﬁbmics Program Area is relatively'small{‘*We;expect~tog
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- concentrate Quriresearch on a few areas of pational.interesﬁ; To allow us to -
benefit from your reaction to our élans, I will briefly desé?ibe somé high—v
lights of ouf near-térm effort; o | |

Because it remains a major unresolved issue, rail reofgénization aﬁd
ébandonment will conﬁinué to receive research attention duringbcpming mohths.
This work will extéﬁd:ghé earlier‘study done for ﬁhejSehate Agricultural
Committee (U.S. Senate, Mar. 24, 1975). As planned, the Study;'whiCh is
now underway, will:préﬁide'additional.information oﬁ the.effeéts of 1oss'bfi
rail service and will ailow a unique picture of several rural cbmmunities
before and aftér'abandonﬁent. |

Increased fundipg ﬁrovided to ERS by the Congress is being used in
developing improved:situation and outlook information concerning supply,
demard and‘price and for projecting demahd‘for transportation services by
agriculture. .We see.a‘ﬁeed for both iongef—rﬁﬁ projectioﬁs‘of’transportation
supply and demand réiationships and shorter—run situation énd”outlook infor-
méﬁioﬁ: Lénger ruﬁ ﬁfojéctions are imporﬁanﬁ to guidé inVestmenfs in frans—
portaﬁion facilities éefving rural areaé. Better sﬁort;tEf¢ 6ut16ok and
éituation informatioﬁbcéuld Helﬁ in establishing policies t§ deal with;major.
changes in demand %of“ﬁfénsportation services in a given year;‘ Plans are
to coordinate the projection_of demand forvtranspoftation éefvices with on-
going ERS projéctioﬁs of output and use of the various comﬁodities.

'We are now beginniﬁg to e#amine the personal transportafion problems

of rural people. This area of study will initially considéf the problems of
rural people that,ariée because of fuel shortages and higher'eﬁergy costs.
Later we may look m§r¢ $pecifically at problems of the trénéﬁortation dis-
advantaged.‘ .

. \
Our program area has developed several lines of research on specific



10

~aspects of truck transportation. For example, a report on for-hire cattle
truck service will soon be published describing the kind and quality Qf truck
service experienced by shippers of beef cattle and calves. in another study,
data from a survey of livestock trucking firms are being anélyzed and will

be used with existing information on truck costs to determine the extent to
which rates charged reflect costs. Two parallel studies of thé use of trucks
for delivery of feed and fertilizer, which are nearing completion, examine
means for improving the efficiency of trucking in rurél areas. Finally, we

are beginning a study in cooperation with the U.S. Department of Transportation

of the conduct of exempt trucking. A survey of truck brokers is underway.

Summary

Although rural transportation problems seem léss serious today than two
years ago, many significant problems needing research remain. Some of these
problems arise from peculiar transportation demands of rural shippers and
the highly regulated status of much of the transportation industry. Improved
information on the‘supply of transportation services and future requirements
of rural shippers is needed for both short and long term decisions by
government and industry.

To help imprové rail service, studies are suggested on rail abandonment,
rail recorganization, fates, and regulation. Acceptability of likely structural
changes in grain marketing resulting from changes in transportation should be
analyzed.

Some valuable research on rural trucking may be possiﬁle, however, data
are lacking on exempt truck traffic. Waterway improvementgbaffecting barge
movements of agricultural commodities and waterway user charges afe identified
as areas of gtudy.

A largely unexplored area is the relationship between transportation and
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rural develonment."Closely related problems‘arevrhe rransoortetioniproblems
of rural people and the effect of energy shortegesﬂonlfrenel“coStsﬁof:rurelu.
people.b Study of the effects of higher energy costsvon’commodity:movements‘
is also needed. Finally, because the product of economic research is only -

a part of the pollcymaking process, multi- ~disciplinary research is needed.
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