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202- 294-1399 

Chief, Section of Administration 
Office of Proceedings 
Surface Transportation Board 
395 E Street, SW 
Washington, DC 20423 

Re: Ex Parte No. 704 (Sub-No. 1), Review of Commodity, Boxcar, and 
TOFCICOFC Exemptions 

Dear Ms. Brown: 

I am writing on behalf of the Association of American Railroads ("AAR") 
regarding the Technical Conference held in this matter on December 18, 2020. 

AAR appreciates the Board's decision to hold a technical conference in this 
proceeding so that Board Staff could "provide a presentation on the approach and ... 
answer technical questions about the mechanics of the approach." Decision served Nov. 
25, 2020, at 2. The presentation by Board Staff at the Conference was in some respects 
useful and informative and will assist stakeholders in constructively engaging with the 
proposed approach. Overall, however, AAR was disappointed with the level of detail in 
the presentation and the fact that many important questions were left unanswered. 

Specifically, many of the questions submitted by AAR and its member railroads 
were designed to gain a greater understanding of the design features of Board Staffs 
proposed "Indicator Dashboard," which reports color-coded indicators of the level of 
concern associated with specific metrics built from the underlying data examined in 
other stages of its approach. 1 AAR's questions about the Dashboard (the most 

In accord with the Board's instructions, AAR submitted written questions via email on 
December 11. A copy of the questions submitted by AAR is attached as Appendix A. 
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significant of which are highlighted in Appendix A) addressed such issues as Board 
Staff's choices to compare datapoints for two specific years (1992 and 2018), to 
compare metrics for each commodity with the average of all commodities and assign 
numerical scores when the difference crossed a predetermined threshold (typically 5%), 
to average numerical scores and use another set of thresholds (0.67 and 1.33) for 
purposes of assigning a weak/moderate/strong signal (and color), and then to use a 
similar scoring and averaging approach to derive an overall signal. These features were 
critical steps that converted Staffs apparent observations about certain underlying data 
into concrete color-coded signals of potential concern, and AAR' s questions about them 
sought to understand what considerations underlay the Board Staff's choices. 

At the Technical Conference, Board Staff devoted considerable time to 
describing several aspects of its proposed approach, including sources of data and data 
visualization techniques, and in the course of this discussion Staff answered some of the 
questions AAR and others had posed about those aspects. When Board Staff addressed 
its Indicator Dashboard, by contrast, it did not give any explanation of the Dashboard's 
key design features . Instead, it merely described the basic pyramidal structure of the 
Dashboard (i.e. , with an Overall Signal, two Initial Screens, and eight Indicators) and 
noted that there were four separate dashboards (i.e., versions using R/VC and RPC 
metrics in both the revocation and exemption context). AAR's questions about the 
Dashboard's design were not answered, despite the seeming importance of the 
Dashboard in the approach proposed by Board Staff. 

Unfortunately, the online Q&A feature of the Conference did not provide an 
opportunity to explore these issues. AAR' s expectation was that Staff would respond to 
the written questions submitted in advance, and so did not seek to re-ask those questions 
using the online feature. When Board Staff concluded its prepared remarks and asked 
for questions, AAR proceeded to begin typing a note requesting time to raise the 
questions that had not been addressed. AAR was disappointed that Board Staff 
concluded the Conference (by shutting down the Zoom link) before this message could 
be sent. 

AAR's January 22 Comments will address the proposed Indicator Dashboard, 
but AAR will be handicapped by the lack of information concerning the specific design 
choices that Staff made in building the Dashboard. Accordingly, AAR respectfully 
requests that the Board consider either (a) asking Staff to respond in writing to AAR's 
questions relating to the Indicator Dashboard (specifically those highlighted in 
Appendix A), as well as those submitted by AAR member railroads and other 
participants, or (b) reconvening the Technical Conference so as to permit Board Staff to 
provide meaningful responses to those questions and allow a reasonable opportunity for 
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participants to submit additional questions in real time.2 Given the fast-approaching 
January 22 due date for Opening Comments in this proceeding ( a date that was set to 
provide interested parties with 30 days to digest information provided by Board Staff at 
the Technical Conference), AAR requests that the Board act as promptly as feasible so 
that AAR and other interested parties will have a fair opportunity to incorporate 
whatever is learned into their Opening Comments. 

Attachment 

Respectfully submitted, 

/~.A 
David L. Meyer 

Attorney for the Association of 
American Railroads 

2 In either event, AAR requests that all questions submitted to the Board for consideration 
at the Technical Conference be made public. 
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