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INTERMODAL TRANSPORT

Intermodal transportation is the transfer of products involving multiple modes of transportation – truck, railroad or 
ocean carrier. Intermodal, freight, rail and air transportation are all modes of transportation that deserve continued 
and expanded investment in terms of Federal, State and local resources.  Several MTP goals, principles and objectives 
support this investment – Increase transportation mobility and accessibility for both persons and freight, thus 
promoting economic vitality in the region; Support an integrated system with efficient connections between 
transportation modes; Enhance commerce; and Promote improvements that facilitate the efficient movement of 
freight and enhance regional and global competitiveness.

 

• The trucking industry is facing increasing and significant road congestion, which has prompted some carriers 
to offer intermodal service.

• Diverting traffic from the highway to the railway may be a solution to the enormous cost of adding highway 
capacity.

• Shipper demands for capacity and trucker productivity and cost issues have combined to move most of the 
larger trucking fleets towards offering an intermodal service.  

• Intermodal trucks and rails are offering dozens of new “corridors” running into shorter and shorter lengths of 
haul.

• Nearly 25 million containers and trailers are moved using intermodal transportation every year.  This is due 
to the fact that intermodal combines the best abilities of different transportation modes to deliver service, 
savings and solutions to shippers. (Intermodal Association of North America, http://www.intermodal.org)

• By working together, trucking companies, ocean steamship lines, and railroads are providing a cost-effective, 
reliable, efficient, safe and environmentally friendly way to move freight. 

Recognizing that the use of intermodal transportation in the region will most likely continue to rise, local and state 
officials must strive to ensure that transportation infrastructure will accommodate this growth.

CHAPTER 12. INTERMODAL, FREIGHT, RAIL AND AIR
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MOTOR FREIGHT

A survey conducted of the trucking industry at large to identify the top issues of concern for industry stakeholders 
shows that congestion, truck bottlenecks, infrastructure condition and highway funding consistently place in the top 
10 industry issue ranks (2005-2014, American Transportation Research Institute [ATRI], Critical Issues in the Trucking 
Industry – 2014). In 2013 ATRI identified industry costs of $9.2 billion associated with interstate congestion. In order for 
the trucking industry to deliver goods throughout the region, State and nation, the highway system must be maintained 
and improved. 
 
Truck size and weight is another issue that is of concern to the trucking industry and highway officials as well as other 
drivers. At the writing of the MTP, Congress is considering legislation that would allow trucks to pull two 33’ trailers, 
making for a 91’ vehicle.  Arkansas is one of 31 states that have a current allowable limit of 28’ for twin trailers, coinciding 
with Federal laws that have been in place since 1982.  The Federal weight limit on national highways is currently 80,000 
pounds, and truck length and weight limits for longer combination vehicles (tractors with two or more trailers weighing 
more than 80,000 pounds) were frozen in 1991.  In terms of highway and bridge infrastructure, congestion, and safety, 
there are two schools of thought.  Supporters of the  longer twin trailers believe that this will increase productivity and 
efficiency without compromising safety and eliminate millions of truck trips per year, economize millions of gallons 
of fuel every year, thus reducing carbon emissions, and also preventing highway accidents. Opponents don’t believe 
the potential benefits outweigh the safety risks or impacts on the rest of the industry. The widespread use of longer 
and heavier trucks could require massive new spending to strengthen or replace bridges and pavement, as well as to 
widen vehicle lanes and shoulders.   On June 5, 2015 the DOT released a series of technical reports for peer review 
and public comment as a step toward completion of the MAP-21/FAST Act Comprehensive Truck Size and Weight 
Limits Study, examining the impacts of increasing current federal truck size and weight limits.  The DOT reported that 
the data limitations were so profound that no changes to existing truck size and weight limits should be made at this 
time.  The study noted that more than 4,800 bridges would need to be strengthened or replaced because of added 
stress, at a cost to taxpayers of more than $1.1 billion.   (U.S. Department of Transportation, http://www.fhwa.dot.gov/
pressroom/dot1553.cfm)  

The nation’s trucking industry is a 
powerful force in the national economy, 
and Arkansas and Northwest Arkansas 
are in the forefront of the industry.  
In Arkansas, trucking: 

• Provides 83,000 jobs (1 in every 
11 working people); 

• Contributes $3.5 billion in wages 
annually; 

• Pays $448 million in state taxes 
to fund highways and bridges. 

Source: American Transportation 
Research Institute, Arkansas 
Trucking Association

Northwest Arkansas has over 150 trucking firms as of Fall 2015 and is the home to several major trucking companies 
such as ABF Freight,  Comstar Enterprises, J.B. Hunt, P.A.M Transportation Services, Willis Shaw Express, and USA 
Trucking.  Companies with large truck fleets include Wal-Mart, Tyson Foods, George’s Inc., and Simmons Foods.   
It appears that the demand for trucking will increase by 20 percent over the next ten years (Arkansas Trucking 
Association) which contributes to the economy of Northwest Arkansas. Because trucking is the most heavily used 
mode of transporting goods, the roadways act as the primary element of freight infrastructure.  In turn, roadways 
with high truck volumes are subject to increased levels of deterioration.



2040 Northwest Arkansas Metropolitan Transportation Plan

Intermodal, Freight, Rail and Air 12-3

The ability of fuel taxes to adequately fund transportation improvements has been declining due to improvements in 
fuel economy and stagnant fuel tax rates.  As the transportation infrastructure ages and repairs and/or new construction 
become more costly, it is necessary to find additional funding to make up for shortfalls.  It has been suggested that an 
increase in the fuel tax is the best way to ensure the transportation system is adequately funded.  Additionally, it may be 
necessary to prioritize where transportation funding is spent.  Some have suggested the creation of a new funding program 
to focus Federal resources on truck bottlenecks on major freight routes.

Going forward, enhancing the link between freight planning and land use will help identify and prioritize freight issues and 
needs, and provide for the ability to recommend physical improvements to infrastructure and identify potential freight-
related development locations.  Planning for the impacts of increased freight volumes in the future can help reduce the 
negative impacts of freight (increased traffic, noise, and pollution) while promoting economic and operational efficiencies.  

RAIL

Unlike most other modes of transportation, freight railroads operate over infrastructure that is built and maintained with 
private funds.  These private investments help sustain jobs and ensure the industry can meet growing demand to move 
more of what the nation and world needs.  Freight railroads plan to spend $29 billion to build, maintain and grow the 
nationwide freight rail network.  The impact of freight rail investments have helped provide a safe, efficient, affordable, 
and reliable means by which U.S. products can travel to market anywhere in the county and, through ports, anywhere 
around the globe.  

The U.S. freight network consists of 140,000 rail miles operated by more than 560 railroads. While these railroads typically 
own their own tracks and locomotives, they share a fleet of approximately 1.5 million cars.  Moving goods along the freight 
rail network involves a process called interchange, which means transferring cars from one railroad to another.

Several kinds of railroads share the network:

• Class I railroads – Operate in 44 states and the District of Columbia and concentrate largely on long-haul, high 
density intercity traffic.  Class I railroads are the largest railroads based on operating revenue.  The seven Class I 
railroads include BNSF Railway Company, Canadian Pacific Railway, CN, CSX Transportation, Kansas City Southern 
Railway Company, Norfolk Southern Railway Company, and Union Pacific Railroad.  These railroads account for 69 
percent of the industry’s mileage, 90 percent of its employees, and 94 percent of its freight revenue.

• Short line and regional rail roads – Range in size from small operators handling a few carloads a month to multi-
state operators.  The short line and regional railroads account for 31 percent of U.S. freight rail mileage and 10 
percent of employees, operate in every U.S. state except Hawaii and often feed traffic to Class I railroads and 
receive traffic from Class I railroads for final delivery.

• Switching and terminal railroads – Usually perform pick-up and delivery services within a port or industrial area, 
or move traffic between other railroads.

• Passenger railroads – Typically operate over tracks owned by freight railroads.  Approximately 70 percent of the 
miles traveled by Amtrak trains are on tracks owned by freight railroads.  Additionally, each year hundreds of 
millions of commuter trips occur on commuter rail systems that operate, at least partially, over track or right-of-
way owned by freight railroads.
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Of particular importance to railroad operators, the public, and local, State and Federal officials alike, are the approximately 
210,000 grade crossings in the nation.  All these players are working together to improve grade crossing safety and 
promote safe driver and pedestrian behavior.    The Federal Section 130 program, which allocates $220 million in Federal 
funds each year to states for installing new active warning devices, upgrading existing devices, and improving grade 
crossing surfaces, has helped prevent tens of thousands of grade crossing related injuries and fatalities. (Association of 
American Railroads, https://www.aar.org)  NWARPC has awarded funding to two STBGP-GT 200K projects that address 
improving rail crossings through gate installation.

The Northwest Arkansas region is served by two railroads:  The Arkansas and Missouri Railroad (A&M) and the Kansas 
City Southern (KSC).  

Kansas City Southern Railroad (KCS)

KCS offers the foundational rail route between the industrial heartlands 
of the U.S. and Mexico and is just one interchange away from every major 
market in North America. It offers seamless transportation throughout 
North America and beyond through strategic partnerships with all Class 
1 railroads, short line partners, ports, transload centers and intermodal 
ramps.  The KCS operates along a route north and south of Kansas City, 
through Siloam Springs on the western edge of Benton County.    
KCS ships by carload or intermodal: 

• Carload
 » Shipping by carload is designed for those with heavy loads 

or a more flexible time schedule for delivery. With multiple 
types of equipment within the carload fleet such as boxcars, 
coil cars, gondolas or tank cars, any commodity ranging 
from agriculture to steel and anything in between can be 
shipped via carload.

 » Given carload’s volume capacity and rail's energy efficiency, 
rail is one of the most environmentally efficient forms of 
transportation. On average, a single Class I U.S. freight train 
can haul one ton of freight 473 miles on just one gallon of 
fuel.

 » The volume capacity and energy efficiency of rail shipping 
equates to economical savings for carload shippers.

• Intermodal
 » As companies continue to manage the time vs. money 

equation as well as the complexities of domestic U.S., 
Mexico and cross-border transport, more and more 
shippers are converting to intermodal, taking advantage of 
the efficiency of container shipping by railroad. 

 » With intermodal facilities in both the U.S. and Mexico, 
along the International Intermodal Corridor, KCS provides 
an efficient transcontinental rail line from Mexico to the 
southeastern U.S., and beyond. (http://www.kcsouthern.
com/en-us/)  

Map and image courtesy of Kansas 
City Southern website: http://www.

kcsouthern.com/en-us/why-choose-kcs/
network-map
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Arkansas and Missouri Railroad

The A&M “was established in 1986 as a Class III Railroad operating a 150 mile route 
from Monett, Missouri to Fort Smith, Arkansas.  A&M's corporate headquarters 
is located in Springdale, Arkansas; major operations are based there and Fort 
Smith.  The company provides freight service to customers along its route and 
excursion passenger service between Springdale and Van Buren/Fort Smith.  
A&M interchanges traffic with three Class I railroads:  Burlington Northern Santa 
Fe (BNSF), Kansas City Southern (KCS), and the Union Pacific Railroad (UP), as 
well as the Fort Smith Railroad (FSR).  All lines are rated at 286,000 lbs. and 
cleared for double-stack rail cars, and main lines feature continuous  welded rail. 

The A&M extends its customer reach through collaboration with other Class I 
and short line railroads across the United States, Canada and Mexico.  The A&M 
enables seamless water-based intermodal options through A & M-served river 
ports in Van Buren and Fort Smith, Arkansas.  Port operators there provide a 
variety of storage, inspection, transload, packaging and other logistics services.” 
(http://amrailroad.com/freight)

Image and map courtesy of Arkansas Missouri Railroad 
website:http://www.amrailroad.com/

A&M train at Dickson St. Intersection in 
Fayetteville

AIR

The area is served by one regional airport, Northwest Arkansas Regional Airport, located in Highfill, and five municipal 
airports located in Fayetteville, Springdale, Rogers, Bentonville and Siloam Springs.

The Northwest Arkansas Regional Airport (Airport)
In the late 1990s a regional airport was established.  The Airport, located in Highfill, is the major commercial airport 
serving the region.   The call letters assigned the Airport are XNA.  The Airport opened for commercial passenger 
business on November 1, 1998. The geographic terrain where the Airport is located provides facilities for regional and 
larger jet aircraft to operate.

  
The Northwest Arkansas Regional Airport Authority (NWARAA) operates the airport. NWARAA is comprised of five 
cities and two counties. The cities, Bentonville, Fayetteville, Rogers, Siloam Springs and Springdale, each appoint two 
members to the Board of Directors, as do Benton and Washington County.  The Board of Directors mission is to build, 
operate and maintain the runways, structures, roadways, staff and finances required to operate a modern aviation 
facility. 
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The Authority is working with the AHTD on a new, 
direct access from I-49 to the Airport. In an effort 
to expedite construction of the new access road, 
the Authority is exploring the issuance of bonds to 
cover the cost of construction and the local match 
for the Federal grant. The bonds would be repaid 
with funds received from the Federal appropriation 
and the collection of a toll for traffic using the access 
road (http://www.flyxna.com/).   

In spring 2015 crews began earth work for an 
interchange just south of Cave Springs that will 
be part of the Hwy. 412 Northern Bypass, and the 
location where the Airport access road will tie into 
the Bypass.  The access road is expected to be a 
restricted access roadway about four miles long 
from the Airport to the Bypass.  Two potential routes 
have been identified and are located around the 
southwest side of Cave Springs and outside of the 
Cave Springs Recharge Area.  As of December 2015 
no concrete decisions have been made on whether 
to construct the full four lane project or to begin by 
grading for four lanes and build two.  Additionally, 
as of December 2015, the Airport has about $14 
million in Federal money for the estimated $30-
$40 million project.  The access road is an essential 
component of the regional transportation network.  

Map and image courtesy of XNA website: http://www.flyxna.com/

IN SUMMARY, in order to attain the transportation system as envisioned in the MTP, it will be necessary for State 
and local officials, industry leaders, and citizens to work together to advance the goals, principles and objectives 
of the MTP, such as:

• To increase transportation mobility and accessibility thereby promoting economic vitality in the region; 

• To develop an integrated system with efficient connections between transportation modes; 

• To enhance commerce; and 

• To make improvements that facilitate the efficient movement of freight and enhances regional and 
global competitiveness.


