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SURFACE TRANSPORTATION BOARD 
 

DECISION 
 

Docket No. EP 704 (Sub-No. 1) 
 

REVIEW OF COMMODITY, BOXCAR, AND TOFC/COFC EXEMPTIONS 
 

Digest:1  The Board revises certain appendices included in its September 30, 2020 
decision in this proceeding and will provide revised workpapers to all parties who 
previously obtained workpapers.   

 
Decided:  December 11, 2020 

 
In a decision served on September 30, 2020, the Board requested public comment on an 

approach developed by the Board’s Office of Economics (OE) for possible use in considering 
class exemption and revocation issues.  The approach is intended to help the Board evaluate 
market conditions by taking into account a variety of metrics related to or indicative of rail 
transportation competition.  Review of Commodity, Boxcar, & TOFC/COFC Exemptions, 
EP 704 (Sub-No. 1), slip op. at 1, 6 (STB served Sept. 30, 2020).  The Board provided a 
procedural schedule and stated that it would make the workpapers underlying the appendices to 
its decision available to interested parties under an appropriate confidentiality agreement 
pursuant to 49 C.F.R. § 1244.9.   
 

By decisions served on November 25 and December 4, 2020, the Board announced that it 
would hold a technical conference on December 18, 2020, at which Board staff would provide a 
presentation on, and answer technical questions related to, the approach developed by OE.  In 
preparing for the December 18 conference, OE determined that a series of intermediate queries 
should have been included in one of the files released in the Board’s workpapers.  The file with 
these intermediate queries is used to assign latitude and longitude locations to movements in the 
1992 and 2018 Confidential Carload Waybill Samples (CCWS).  The locations are then used in 
the assignment of movements to particular categories included in the proposed approach (e.g., 
potential rail influence).   

 
In revising its workpapers to include these intermediate queries, OE identified two coding 

errors that have a minor impact on the assignment of movements to particular categories.  
Together, the coding errors affected the approach’s processing of 10,086 records, out of the 
1,071,897 total records in the 1992 and 2018 CCWS.  OE has made revisions to correct these 
coding errors. 

 
1  The digest constitutes no part of the decision of the Board but has been prepared for the 

convenience of the reader.  It may not be cited to or relied upon as precedent.  See Pol’y 
Statement on Plain Language Digests in Decisions, EP 696 (STB served Sept. 2, 2010). 
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These coding errors,2 while minor in nature, necessitate several minor adjustments to the 

analysis contained in the appendices to the September 30 decision.  Although the “Overall 
Dashboard Signal” does not change for any of the commodities in the Indicator Dashboards 
provided in Appendices B and C of the September 30 decision, six discrete indicators do shift, as 
shown below.  
 

 
 

OE has also updated the data visualizations and tables provided in Appendix B of the 
September 30 decision (associated with Hydraulic Cement (STCC 32411)).  The visualizations 
for all other commodities included in the workpapers underlying Appendices B and C, and the 
source code underlying the various components of the approach, have likewise been updated. 

 
With this decision, the Board is providing revised versions of Appendices B and C to 

correct for these errors.  All parties who previously obtained workpapers in this proceeding will 
receive revised workpapers.  Because OE informs the Board that the coding errors and the 
missing intermediate queries have only minor impact on the overall analysis and do not undercut 
the overall value of the technical conference, which is intended to discuss the general approach 
developed by OE, and because the Board does not want to unnecessarily delay the conference, 
the Board will proceed with the technical conference as scheduled.  If any party has additional 
technical questions related to these minor revisions, they should submit those questions as soon 
as practicable prior to the technical conference by email to Economic.Data@stb.gov.  

 
It is ordered: 
 
1.  Revised versions of Appendices B and C to the Board’s September 30, 2020 decision 

are provided, as discussed above.  Revised workpapers will be provided to all parties who 
previously obtained workpapers. 

 
2.  This decision is effective on its service date.  
 
By the Board, Board Members Begeman, Fuchs, and Oberman.   

  

 
2  The first coding error was due to the inadvertent use of a table that joined the 1992 and 

2018 CCWS, attributing potential railroad influence (or the lack thereof) in error on some 
movements.  The second coding error involved the assignment of the latitude and longitude 
coordinates to movements that were observed in the 1992 CCWS, assigning slightly different, 
albeit plausible, locations in limited circumstances. 

Dashboard Version Commodity Indicator Sept. 30 Signal Revised Signal

Exemption Revocation Using R/VC Hydraulic Cement Competitive Influence Change Weak Moderate

Exemption Revocation Using R/VC Hydraulic Cement Competitive Influence R/VC Difference Change Weak Moderate

Exemption Revocation Using RPC Hydraulic Cement Competitive Influence Change Weak Moderate

Exemption Revocation Using RPC Lumber Competitive Influence RPC Difference in Most Recent Year Moderate Strong

Additional Exemption Using RPC Industrial Sand Competitive Influence RPC Difference Change Moderate Strong

Additional Exemption Using RPC Asphalt Sheathings Competitive Influence RPC Difference in Most Recent Year Moderate Strong

6 Indicators Change in Revised Indicator Dashboards
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Revised Appendix B 

 
Example of Indicator Dashboard and Data Visualization Components as Applied to 

Hydraulic Cement (STCC 32411) 
 

Indicator Dashboard Using R/VC Ratios 

 
 
Looking at the Indicator Dashboard results for hydraulic cement, 52.2% of the carloads 

are R/VC 180 traffic (greater than Initial Screen One’s 5% threshold), and 0.4% of the carloads 
are moving as intermodal traffic (less than Initial Screen Two’s 40% threshold).  As a result, 
neither of the initial screens send a “weak” signal, and the analysis proceeds to the indicators. 

 
Both of the R/VC indicators send “strong” signals, meaning that R/VC ratios tended to be 

more than 5 percentage points higher for hydraulic cement than for all carload traffic in 2018, 
and they tended to see increases that were more than 5 percentage points above the increases for 
all carload traffic from 1992 to 2018.  The “Length of Haul Change Indicator” also generated a 
“strong” signal for hydraulic cement, as the average length of haul increased by more than 5 
percentage points above the increase for all carload traffic. 

 
However, these “strong” signals were balanced by a “weak” signal from the 

“Competitive Influence in Most Recent Year Indicator.”  This means the proportion of hydraulic 
cement traffic which was on longer haul moves and/or which didn’t have any railroad or water 
carrier alternatives tended to be more than 5 percentage points below those proportions for all 
carload traffic.  Since the “Competitive Influence Change Indicator” was “moderate,” those 
values tended to change by an amount within 5 percentage points of all carload traffic from 1992 
to 2018. 

 
Lastly, there are three more “moderate” signals sent by the “Length of Haul in Most 

Recent Year Indicator” and both competitive influence R/VC difference indicators.  The former 
means the average length of haul for hydraulic cement in 2018 was between 500 and 1,000 
miles.  The latter means the markup for hydraulic cement traffic without rail or water carrier 
alternatives, as well as the change in that markup, tended to fall within 5 percentage points of the 
corresponding figures for all carload traffic. 

 
Overall, hydraulic cement tended to have higher R/VC ratios which increased more than 

other traffic and lengths of haul that increased more than other traffic.  However, it also tended to 
have less traffic without modal influences (as assigned by the GMIM and CCWS analyses) to 
exert competitive pressure.  All the other metrics measured by the indicators tended to be similar 
to other traffic.  Once the values assigned to these indicators are averaged, the Overall 
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Dashboard Signal becomes “moderate” for hydraulic cement.3  This means there is moderate 
evidence that an exemption revocation could be warranted.  The full Data Visualization analysis 
then provides additional information on the market conditions that might support or weaken the 
case for exemption revocation. 
 
  

 
3  2+2+0+1+1+2+1+1=10, 10/8=1.25, and 0.67<1.25<1.33, which means the Overall 

Dashboard Signal is “moderate.” 
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Indicator Dashboard Using RPC Values 
 

 
 
Note that when the Indicator Dashboard calculations are run for RPC rather than R/VC 

ratios, there is now a “weak” signal for the “All Traffic in Most Recent Year RPC Indicator” and 
the “Competitive Influence RPC Difference in Most Recent Year Indicator.”  This means the 
values for both of those indicators tended to be more than 5 percentage points below the 
corresponding values for all carload traffic.  RPCs may send different signals than R/VC ratios 
for various reasons.  Because RPCs tend to be higher as length of haul increases and hydraulic 
cement had less than half the average length of haul of all carload traffic in 2018, it is not 
surprising that it sends a weaker signal than R/VC ratios.  However, the signals generated by the 
changes in RPCs are consistent with those generated by the changes in R/VC ratios, and the 
Overall Dashboard Signal once the scores of each of the indicators are averaged is still a 
“moderate” signal.4 
 
  

 
4  0+2+0+1+1+2+0+1=7, 7/8=0.875, and 0.67<0.875<1.33, which means the Overall 

Dashboard Signal is “moderate.” 
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Data Visualization 
 

 

Among the results shown in the Bivariate Distribution Matrix, there has been a shift from 
1992 to 2018 towards heavier cars with more variance in tons per car.  There has also been an 
upward shift, corresponding at least in part, in RPC and R/VC ratios. 
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Large R/VC ratio increases lifted the median quartile R/VC ratio in 2018 up to the 
vicinity of the upper quartile R/VC ratio for 1992.  The lower quartile R/VC ratio moved in 2018 
up towards the median R/VC ratio in 1992.  This lift signified an additional 25% of the hydraulic 
cement traffic in 2018 was above the median R/VC ratio from 1992.  R/VC ratios at each quartile 
were higher for hydraulic cement than for all carload traffic in 2018, whereas they had been 
lower than for all carload traffic in 1992.5   

  

 
5  Quartiles for the commodity in a given year are drawn as dotted lines within the violin 

plot, while quartiles for all carload traffic in a given year are drawn as dotted lines in the 
margins. 
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There were more than four times as many R/VC 180 traffic movements in 2018 as there 
were in 1992 for hydraulic cement.  Also, hydraulic cement R/VC 180 traffic moved at 
significantly higher R/VC ratios in 2018.  These increases for R/VC 180 traffic were similar to 
the increases observed for hydraulic cement overall. 
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Longer haul traffic volumes more than doubled for hydraulic cement from 1992 to 2018, 
while shorter haul traffic volumes decreased.  This shift towards longer haul movements would 
tend to make trucking a less viable transportation alternative. 
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Traffic which has a railroad or water carrier influence identified in the GMIM grew at a 
faster rate from 1992 to 2018 than traffic without such influences for hydraulic cement.  
However, R/VC ratios increased regardless of whether railroad or water carrier influences 
existed such that the 2018 median R/VC ratio was higher than 150% and the 2018 upper quartile 
R/VC ratio was higher than 200% for both groups of traffic. 
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The results for traffic with rail influences are similar to the results for railroad or water 
carrier influences, though the 2018 upper quartile R/VC ratio for traffic with railroad influences 
is even closer to 250%. 
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The results for traffic with water carrier influences are similar to the results for railroad or 
water carrier influences, though the 2018 upper quartile R/VC ratio for traffic with water carrier 
influences is slightly below 200%. 
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Looking at just shorter haul moves below 500 miles, the upward shift in R/VC ratios are 
even more pronounced.  The median R/VC ratios for both groups are around 200% in 2018, and 
the upper quartile R/VC ratio for traffic without railroad or water carrier influences is almost at 
300%.  Shorter haul traffic does tend to have higher R/VC ratios.  However, in 2018 all quartiles 
for hydraulic cement traffic with and without influences are now above their corresponding 
values for all carload traffic, except for the upper quartile of traffic with influences. 
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The results for shorter haul traffic with railroad influences are similar to the results for 
shorter haul traffic with railroad or water carrier influences, though there is a smaller share of 
shorter haul traffic with railroad influences. 
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The results for shorter haul traffic with water carrier influences are similar to the results 
for shorter haul traffic with railroad or water carrier influences, though there is a smaller share of 
shorter haul traffic with water carrier influences. 
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The difference in R/VC ratios between traffic with and without railroad or water carrier 
influences becomes much more pronounced for hydraulic cement traffic in 2018.  The upper 
quartile R/VC ratio for traffic with influences is about the same as the median R/VC ratio for 
traffic without influences.  The 2018 R/VC ratios at each quartile for traffic with influences also 
tend to be lower than the corresponding R/VC ratios for all carload traffic, whereas the R/VC 
ratios for traffic without influences tends to be higher. 
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The results for longer haul traffic with rail influences are similar to the results for longer 
haul traffic with railroad or water carrier influences, though there is a smaller share of longer 
haul traffic with railroad influences. 
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The results for longer haul traffic with water carrier influences are similar to the results 
for longer haul traffic with railroad or water carrier influences, though there is a smaller share of 
longer haul traffic with water carrier influences. 
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 Rates are also rising for hydraulic cement over time in terms of RPC, though the RPCs at 
each quartile now tend to be lower than the corresponding values for all carload traffic in both 
years. 
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The trends in the RPCs for hydraulic cement R/VC 180 traffic are similar to the results 
for all hydraulic cement traffic, except that the difference between the RPCs at each quartile for 
hydraulic cement and for all carload traffic are even more pronounced. 
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RPCs for shorter haul hydraulic cement traffic are much lower than those for longer haul 
traffic, as would be expected since railroads earn more revenue on longer moves.  However, the 
RPCs for longer haul hydraulic cement traffic are much lower at each quartile than the 
corresponding RPCs for all carload traffic, compared to being slightly higher for shorter haul 
traffic. 
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Similar to the results for R/VC ratios, RPCs for hydraulic cement have risen from 1992 to 
2018 regardless of whether they had rail or water influences identified in the GMIM. 
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The results for traffic with railroad influences are similar to the results for railroad or 
water carrier influences, though there is a smaller share of traffic with railroad influences. 
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The results for traffic with water carrier influences are similar to the results for railroad or 
water carrier influences, though there is a smaller share of traffic with water carrier influences. 
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The results for shorter haul traffic with railroad or water carrier influences indicate 
hydraulic cement traffic tends to have higher RPCs than all carload traffic in both years, 
regardless of whether they had railroad or water carrier influences.  However, the RPCs do not 
reach as high levels as with all traffic, because railroads do not earn as much revenue on shorter 
moves. 
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The results for shorter haul traffic with railroad influences are similar to the results for 
railroad or water carrier influences, though there is a smaller share of traffic with railroad 
influences. 
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The results for shorter haul traffic with water carrier influences are similar to the results 
for railroad or water carrier influences, though there is a smaller share of traffic with water 
carrier influences. 
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The results for longer haul traffic with railroad or water carrier influences indicate 
hydraulic cement traffic tends to have much lower RPCs than all carload traffic in both years, 
regardless of whether they had railroad or water carrier influences.  With shorter haul traffic, it 
had been higher.  Note that the RPCs are concentrated at higher levels for longer haul traffic, 
because railroads earn more revenue on longer moves. 
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The results for longer haul traffic with railroad influences are similar to the results for 
railroad or water carrier influences, though there is a much smaller share of traffic with railroad 
influences. 
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The results for longer haul traffic with water carrier influences are similar to the results 
for railroad or water carrier influences, though there is a much smaller share of traffic with water 
carrier influences. 
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 Hydraulic cement traffic is much more concentrated at movements at the higher end of its 
distribution in 2018 than it was in 1992, with the median mileage in 2018 about at the same level 
as the upper quartile mileage in 1992.  The mileage at each quartile for hydraulic cement is still 
lower than the corresponding mileage for all carload traffic. 
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The same trend towards longer miles is also true for hydraulic cement R/VC 180 traffic. 
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 Longer haul moves of hydraulic cement tend to be much shorter than longer haul moves 
of all carload traffic, whereas its shorter haul moves tend to be slightly longer. 
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Hydraulic cement traffic without any railroad or water carrier influences tend to have 
higher mileages than those with influences in each year, and the length of haul has gone up over 
time regardless of whether the traffic has railroad or water carrier influences. 
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Hydraulic cement traffic with railroad influences actually had a slightly higher median 
mileage than traffic without railroad influences, though there was significantly less of that traffic. 
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Hydraulic cement traffic with water carrier influences was more similar to the results 
with railroad or water carrier influences. 
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In 2018, shorter haul hydraulic cement traffic had about the same median mileage 
regardless of whether railroad or water carrier influences were present, though traffic with 
influences still had lower upper and lower quartile mileages. 
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In 2018, shorter haul hydraulic cement traffic had about the same median mileage 
regardless of whether railroad influences were present, though traffic with railroad influences 
still had lower upper and lower quartile mileages. 
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In 2018, shorter haul hydraulic cement traffic had about the same upper and lower 
quartile mileages regardless of whether water carrier influences were present, though traffic with 
water carrier influences had a slightly higher median mileage. 
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In 2018, the mileages for hydraulic cement traffic with water carrier influences tended to 
be lower than hydraulic cement traffic without water carrier influences.  The lower quartile 
mileage was about the same, but the upper quartile mileage for traffic with water carrier 
influences was below the median mileage for traffic without water carrier influences. 
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Revised Appendix C  
 

Complete Indicator Dashboard Results 
 

The following four versions of the Indicator Dashboard show the complete results for the 
commodities to consider for exemption revocation using R/VC ratios, the commodities to 
consider for exemption revocation using RPC, the commodities to consider adding to the 
exemption list using R/VC ratios, and the commodities to consider adding to the exemption list 
using RPC.6  The Data Visualizations for each of these commodities will be made available upon 
request.  Again, the approach uses these strength designations as an initial or partial step in 
evaluating whether an existing commodity class exemption should be revoked or whether a 
commodity should be exempted from regulation in the first instance.  The Board would not 
expect that the Indicator Dashboard (or the approach as a whole) could fully answer the question 
of whether revocation or exemption is appropriate, given the market-specific issues, among other 
matters, that might also need consideration. 

 
Commodities to Consider for Exemption Revocation Using R/VC Ratios 

 

 
  

 
6  All commodities on the record in this proceeding are included. 
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Commodities to Consider for Exemption Revocation Using RPC Values 
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Commodities to Consider Adding to Exemption List Using R/VC Ratios 
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Commodities to Consider Adding to Exemption List Using RPC Values 

 

 
 
 


