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What Can a Trucker Do?
B Y  A M E L I A  R E G A N

TR U C K S play critically important roles in the US economy. Measured by its

value, nearly seventy percent of freight is carried exclusively by truck while

another eighteen percent spends at least part of its journey on the road. For most

motorists, traffic congestion is a nuisance; for truckers, it can be crippling. If tru c k e r s

a re inconvenienced, costs rise for everyone. The strength of each re g i o n ’s industrial

base depends on the ability of fre i g h t - t r a n s p o rt companies to provide swift and re l i a b l e

goods movement at tolerable costs. In addition, trucks caught in traffic congestion

generate significant negative externalities including pollution, lost pro d u c t i v i t y,

accident costs, and stre s s .

Truckers are well-informed on the workings

and failings of the US transportation system, and

also are major political actors, constituting a

p o w e rful lobby on issues that affect their industry.

Both their level of concern about the issue of

congestion and their expertise on the ground give

policymakers plenty of reason to seek their

opinions on the subject, asking which policies

t ruckers would be likely to support .



In an eff o rt to discover how they judge various congestion-mitigation strategies 

p roposed by traffic managers, analysts, and re s e a rchers, we conducted a study that just

asked them. The trucking industry is diverse, not only in terms of sizes of companies but

in the parts of the freight trip they handle and how they handle it. So to understand why

they prefer certain policies over others, we first had to learn how trucking companies

function. 

We soon found some consistent links between types of trucking operations and

t ruckers’ opinions. It proved useful to identify these links because it allows us to see

which truckers prefer which policies. With this information, government investments

n e e d n ’t favor one segment of the industry over another. 

We also found that the industry is changing at a rapid clip. Historically the fre i g h t

i n d u s t ry has changed slowly, but with the emergence of e-commerce, new inform a t i o n

technologies, and advanced traveler information systems, trucking is undergoing a 

p rofound transformation. 

DIVERSITY OF OPERAT I O N S

The trucking industry is already highly diverse. It includes companies with several

thousand vehicles as well as owner operators who lease, own, or control only a single

vehicle. Private fleets, typically under the control of a large company, account for a larg e

p o rtion of the industry. Some trucking companies move full containers or tru c k l o a d s

e x c l u s i v e l y, while others move smaller shipments or manage networks of consolidation

and distribution facilities. At the extreme, companies like UPS and FedEx move 

exclusively small shipments through vast networks and hubs.

Some companies provide specialized services, like moving refrigerated goods. 

Others manage fleets of tank trucks carrying various liquids. Others move high-value,

expedited, or hazardous loads. Some, known as dray carriers or drayers, focus on short

moves as part of intermodal operations—that is, operations involving ground-and-sea or

road-and-rail operations. Other truckers focus on ground moves associated with air cargo

operations. Companies may be engaged in local, regional, national, or international 

traffic. Some companies have long lead times (the time between requests for service and

the time when delivery is re q u i red), while others primarily react to requests within 

several hours.

Truckload carriers move whole containers only, while less-than-truckload (LTL) 

c a rriers contract shipments of any size. Private carriers are typically part of a larger 

c o m p a n y, such as a gro c e ry chain, while for- h i re carriers simply provide transport a t i o n

or both transportation and logistical services. For- h i re carriers may be contract carr i e r s ,

working under contract with one or more customers, or common carriers, available to

s e rve any customer. Tank and refrigerated carriers have specialized fleets and high ➢
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operating costs. Household movers have rather long loading and unloading times re l a-

tive to other carriers and typically make final deliveries with the help of at least one driver

who is familiar with the delivery area. Bulk carriers move high-volume, low-value goods.

THE CHANGING INDUSTRY

C u rrent industry changes are being driven by emerging e-commerce and re l a t e d

i n f o rmation technologies, including advanced traveler information services (AT I S )

aimed specifically at commercial vehicle operators.

E - c o m m e rce is generating many changes in the industry. Some trucking companies

a re becoming full-service providers, managing warehouses, distribution channels, and in

some cases even final assembly of goods. Others are taking advantage of on-line load-

matching services, making it easier for small carriers and independent owner operators

to find loads on a day-to-day basis. (These load-matching services may be fee-based or

f ree. Some are managed by large trucking companies or consortia of trucking compa-

nies, who find it pro fitable to contract practically all loads that come their way but then

subcontract unpro fitable or excess loads to small carriers on a load-by-load basis. Others

a re simply web sites supported by modest fees or advertising.) In addition, niche carr i-

ers are emerging to support local same-day or next-day delivery of goods re q u i red by 

“e-tailers,” most of whom are not equipped to provide distribution services. 

I n f o rmation technology for commercial vehicle operators aimed at making travel

safer and more efficient includes many commercial software packages. Examples include

routing and scheduling optimization, fleet location and status monitoring, container man-

agement, marginal and average cost modeling and freight rating, and ATIS, which may be

publicly or privately financed and managed. Automated message signs are an example of

publicly developed ATIS. Automated weigh/inspection station bypass systems have been

developed by public/private sector partnerships. More and more private ATIS technolo-

gies are being bundled with commercial communications and software packages. 

THE STUDY

We wanted to understand the relationships between the characteristics of tru c k i n g

firms and the policy measures they favor. We looked at many diff e rent characteristics,

such as truckload vs. less-than-truckload (LTL), private vs. for- h i re, contract vs. common

c a rr i e r. We identified the primary service provided by these companies (general tru c k-

load, general LTL, tank carr i e r, refrigerated carr i e r, household mover, bulk carrier), and

the types of services provided (all of the above plus high-value, just-in-time, rail, air and

maritime intermodal, and hazardous materials movements). 
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Our survey asked truckers about alternative policies for mitigating congestion,

essentially six strategies: (1) new dedicated truck facilities, (2) improved operations, 

(3) improved traffic management, (4) enhanced priority for trucks in urban settings, 

(5) increased road capacity, and (6) congestion tolls.

Class One: Dedicated Truck Facilities

This class includes special arterial lanes for trucks, special freeway lanes for tru c k s ,

and dedicated truck streets. In general, the larger the firm, the more likely it is to oppose

this group of remedies. That’s so because large companies make a high pro p o r tion of

long distance journeys, so their drivers do not spend a lot of their time in congested urban

a reas, whereas small companies are likely to operate largely in town. The trucking firm s

that support these policies are typically the users of intermodal rail and maritime 

facilities, common carriers, and operators engaged in just-in-time deliveries.

Class Two: Improvements in Operating Efficiency 

Such remedies would reduce waiting time at ports and distribution centers, speed

vehicle clearance at weigh stations and border crossings, and create truck-only stre e t s

for access to ports and rail terminals. Some of these policies are already being imple-

mented. Weigh stations and border crossings are moving quickly towards advanced 

vehicle clearance systems. Truck-only streets might have sounded unlikely a few years

ago, but implementation of the Alameda corridor at the busy ports of Los Angeles and

Long Beach suggest that large cooperative private/public projects are possible. Such

investment naturally has the support of the system’s users and may be an attractive

option for other severely congested freight hubs. This class of policies is supported by

users of all three types of intermodal facilities (rail, air, and maritime), by those engaged

in long-haul operations, and by truckload carriers. Private fleets, on the other hand, are

not as intere s t e d .

Class Three: Improvements in Tr a f fic Management 

Policies that fit fre i g h t - i n d u s t r y perceptions of improved traf fic management

include, first and foremost, traf fic-signal optimization, followed by electronic pre - c l e a r-

ance systems at checkpoints, parking bans on some streets, and a database that tracks

h a z a rdous materials loads (for use in clearing accidents). LTL operators, and small 

operators in general, hold the most positive attitudes toward this class of traff i c -

management policies; but contract carriers and truckload operators don’t favor them.

Contract carriers tend to work established, familiar routes, relying on experience ➢ 
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and familiarity to negotiate traf fic congestion; truckload carriers tend to spend most 

of their time on relatively less-congested highways. 

Class Four: Priority for Trucks on Urban Stre e t s

Truck priority schemes include those allowing trucks to preempt certain traffic 

signals, eliminating on-street parking during certain periods, and dedicating art e r i a l

lanes to truck-only traffic. Common carriers, long-haul operators, and household movers

p refer this class of policies. Household movers in part i c u l a r, who regularly negotiate

unfamiliar residential neighborhoods and for whom parking may be extremely dif f i c u l t ,

stand to gain from reduced urban congestion and competition for parking.

Class Five: Increased Road Capacity

Operators with short hauls strongly favor strategies that increase road capacity,

while long haulers do not. LTL operators and household movers are somewhat in favor

of such strategies while private fleet, truckload, and tank operators are not. Short haulers

tend to spend much of their time near urban areas or between maritime ports and 

railheads; and, in California and indeed in most states, the areas around major ports are

seriously congested. Long haulers tend to spend more time on the open road. 

Class Six: Congestion To l l s

Congestion pricing, in the form of peak-hour tolls, has some support from carr i e r s

who provide just-in-time pickups and deliveries, those with short hauls and average

loads, and household goods movers. Private fleets do not favor congestion pricing. 

I M P L I C AT I O N S

By concentrating on three classes of policy—those related to improved traf fic 

management, truck priority, and better operational ef ficiency at truck facilities—

planners can implement strategies promising to appeal to all industry segments. The fir s t

two seem to be most cost-effective, and all three groups can be implemented in small

pieces and targeted to severely congested places. Our study elicits pre f e rences fro m

a c ross the entire spectrum of the industry, allowing smaller companies to have more of

a voice than they otherwise would. With this information, policy makers can choose

investments that benefit large segments of the industry without favoring the most vocal

sector at the expense of those without as much political muscle. ◆
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