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Short-haul Truckers – Orphans of the Logistics Industry
Video - http://generationgreen.org/2011/12/watch-the-misclassification-in-port-trucking/
The recent ‘Occupy the Ports’ movement,  and particularly the Port of Seattle February 2012 truckers’ walkout brought attention to conditions experienced by the nation’s  110,000 port truck drivers .   These drivers carry 80 percent of the 50 million shipping containers transported between American ports and railroads, warehouses or distribution centers.  Over the past 25 -30 years short-haul truck driving has changed from a fairly lucrative job, even for those with limited education,  to one in which many drivers work as independent contractors for  increasingly long hours, for minimal wage and with no safety net – no health insurance, no disability insurance, no unemployment insurance,  and no retirement funds.   Forced to buy or lease the trucks they use to do their job, and to pay for fuel and maintenance, many of the truckers can only afford older trucks which break down frequently, in some cases are unsafe, and spew diesel fumes everywhere they travel.     What has happened to the short-haul trucking industry to change it from a middle-class profession to a “sweatshop on wheels”?    How can these truck drivers be integrated more fairly into an industry that cannot do without them?
Federal Regulation and Deregulation of the Trucking Industry in the 1900’s – a quick summary 

Since the 1920’s, truckers have been at the mercy of those who chose to control the competition from and within the industry.  After the Transportation Act of 1920 created the railroad industry, competition from the trucking industry was said to be responsible for preventing the railroads from getting ‘a fair rate of return’.  The great depression further decreased the railroads’ profitability but also increased ‘cutthroat competition’ between truckers.  Spokesmen from the railroad and from with the trucking industry argued for controls - the Motor Carrier Act of 1935 required new truckers to obtain a ‘certificate of public convenience and necessity’ from the Interstate Commerce Commission.   Truckers with prior service were grandfathered, although prior service was not always easy to prove; new trucking companies found it difficult to obtain the certificate.
 From 1940 to 1980, it was almost impossible to obtain new or expanded authority to transport goods - if already certified truckers could and desired to carry the goods, new applicants were denied.  So, while regulation controlled competition effectively, it had another more costly effect - it resulted in a wasteful and inefficient industry as routes and product transfer options were restricted.  As a comparison, costs for transporting products exempt from regulation were 20-50% lower than regulated products – while service quality was higher.  Because of this, between 1980 and 1995, a number of proponents of deregulation argued successfully against the regulations that had been put in place.
 The Motor Carrier Act of 1980 limited the role of the ICC over the trucking industry, while several successive acts, concluding with the ICC Termination Act of 1995, eliminated most of the remaining motor carrier restrictions.  According to the American Trucking Research Institute (ATRI)  “Before 1980, there were fewer than 20,000 interstate motor carriers in the U.S. By November 2009, there were more than 227,000 for-hire motor carriers on file with the U.S. Department of Transportation (DOT), with an additional 282,000 private fleets. There were also 81,000 “other” interstate motor carriers according to the U.S. DOT.  The vast majority of them are small businesses, with 96 percent operating fewer than 20 trucks and nearly 88 percent operating six trucks or less.” 1
In terms of efficiency and cost, deregulation has been a success.  Truck traffic has surged by 89% with availability of additional services and routes. (SFTR)  Rates for truckload and LTL shipments have fallen by 10-to 40%, with trucking companies more willing to negotiate rates and services.  With speedier and more flexible transport, manufacturers have received and distributed their products in a ‘just-in-time’ manner resulting in reduced inventory holding costs.  These efficiencies have been passed on to consumers who have experienced more responsive service and delivery of products.   

New competition in the trucking industry has made it easier for nonunion workers to get jobs as truck drivers although wages have decreased overall.    Before deregulation, unionized workers earned about 50% more than comparable workers in other industries.  In 1997, the median wage for union drivers (roughly about 13% of the industry) was $43,165, while for non-union drivers it was $35,551; the median wage in the US overall for that year was $25,598.  2
How did the truck drivers fare under deregulation - two sides to every story
A study carried out by Port Jobs, a Seattle based non-profit action tank classified drivers in three categories. 3   One category is the drivers hired by companies such as UPS or Charlie’s Produce to make local deliveries.  They are usually paid by the hour, get a regular paycheck and benefits, and are represented by a union.    A second category is drivers hired by a trucking company such as Gordon Trucking, Schneider National, or J.B. Hunt.   These truckers drive locally or over long distances.  About half of these drivers are paid by the hour and the other half by the trip – the company may also pay benefits.    Most of these drivers are not unionized.    The third category of truck drivers are owner-operators who buy or lease their own rigs and work on contract for trucking companies– these may be long or short haul drivers.   These owner-operators are treated as independent contractors – not employees.   The long-haul operators are generally paid by the mile while the short-haul operators are paid by trip.  Because they are non-union, contracted by job, and paid by the trip – they are in-effect at the bottom of the port logistics food-chain.   The port short-haul drivers are not the only truck drivers, or indeed workers overall, to work under oppressive conditions, but they appear to be one of the most exploited.  
Prior to deregulation, the International Brotherhood of Teamsters organized and bargained for the port truckers, who received wages and benefits comparable to over-the-road-drivers.  According to AlterNet,  “after deregulation, many union companies were forced out of the market, and new  companies found  a way to squeeze even greater profit at the expense of workers. ” 4   Companies  sold their trucks back to drivers, making them ‘independent contractors’, no longer eligible for benefits such as health care, social security, worker’s compensation, pensions, and payroll taxes.    Drivers were paid by the load instead of by the hour.  The report “The Big Rig: Poverty, Pollution, and the Misclassification of Truck Drivers at America’s Ports”, found that wages for port truckers were 30% lower by 1995.  Today, according to the report, contract short haul drivers make  an estimated $11.91 per hour compared with $14.71 for employees.  Real wages, after truck expenses  which by ‘rule of thumb are about 50% of gross earnings,  are closer to $8.00 per hour.5    Waiting in line in traffic or at congested terminals can reduce the hourly rate even more.      
Drivers that operate on such a low margin find it difficult to bear the costs of truck ownership.  Truckers driving older trucks which spew dirty diesel fumes,  impact the health and quality of life of the  drivers and those who live around the port.  Additionally, neglecting maintenance on the truck can contribute to unsafe rigs, exposing the driving public to unsafe conditions on the highways.
The Port of Seattle is representative of the situation that exists in many ports where truck drivers are a critical part of the movement of freight.  In 2011, the Port of Seattle handled over 2 million containers – each of which has to be transported from a ship to a railyard or warehouse for imports  or from a warehouse or rail to the ship for exports.  Empty containers count for some of this traffic as well, since imported containers outnumber exports.  In their study, PortJobs surveyed   147 short-haul drivers operating there.    Key findings from this report include the following:
· Earnings are generally low – 60% of short-haul drivers earned $30,000 or less in 2005 after truck-related expenses; 25% earned less than $20,000.  67% percent of the drivers surveyed did not have health insurance.
· The unpredictable, irregular flow of cargo, along with terminal slowdowns and backups, and road congestion are barriers to efficiency and decrease driver earnings.  Most short-haul  drivers are paid by the trip. These trips, or ‘turns’ are affected by how much work there is to do, traffic, and if there are backups at port terminals or at the railhead.  Additionally, truck drivers are limited legally to drive 11 hours a day, and to work only 14 hours a day.
· The cost of buying a new truck or retrofitting an older truck can seriously impact a driver’s net earnings.  With new truck cabs costing as much as $100,000, most owner-operators purchase older, cheaper trucks.  The average age of a short-haul owner-operators truck in Seattle is eleven years.   Older trucks are more prone to breakdowns and maintenance costs, and pollute more than newer ones.  
· Short-haul truckers often face uncomfortable working conditions at the ports as a result of conflict between the longshore workers who are largely union workers, native born and English speaking and the non-union, diverse, English as a second language truck driver workforce.    Basic communication is further complicated by technologies that can distort voices leading to further problems.
· In a system dominated by large interests each with their own advocacy association, there is no advocacy group for the port short-haul truckers.    The Washington Trucking Association represents trucking companies, the Pacific Maritime Association represents steamship lines, terminal operators and others, and the International Longshore Union represents longshore workers.    In May of 2010, a meeting at the Port of Tacoma, a similar port structure 40 miles south of Seattle, was held to address the significant backups at the port terminals and the complaints against  the  resultant long lines of trucks waiting to pick up containers being offloaded from ships.   Queued up lines of trucks were said to be the cause of traffic and safety problems, and disparaged for  blocking the driveways of businesses along the main terminal access road.  Of the attendees at the meeting, not a single representative was from a trucking company.  It’s no wonder the situation has not changed significantly to this day for the truckers at the Port of Tacoma.
Similar studies 6   have paralleled the findings of the Port Jobs study, but added other more general significant findings including:
· Port truck drivers are misclassified as independent contractors.  Truck companies determine the rates drivers are paid, and how, when, where and in what sequence drivers work.  Drivers are contracted to work for one company at a time, in some cases for multiple years, and are entirely dependent on that company for work.    
· Deregulation has shifted costs previously shouldered by the shipping industry onto the public.    Along with the harmful health effects of diesel emissions that costs millions to mitigate, drivers who lack health care benefits are forced to use public clinics or emergency rooms; their families forego preventive health care which leads to more serious problems that further strain the health care system.

· Logistics expenses for port trucking is increasing annually because there is no incentive to build warehouses closer to port facilities and because lack of communication infrastructure prevents coordination of incoming and outgoing deliveries to ports.
Back to the Seattle truckers’ walkout….
 After 2 weeks, 400 short-haul truckers, about one-third of the daily truck fleet at the port of Seattle, ended their walkout when several trucking firms agreed to increase the pay per load to $44 from $40 a trip, to compensate drivers stuck in lines for more than an hour, and to pay for some trips drivers had to make without a load.  Ongoing issues for discussion include overweight loads and worn and flawed truck chassis owned by freight companies, but used by truckers every day.   A newly formed Seattle Port Truckers Association has vowed to continue to fight to win safety, respect, dignity, and fairness.

1.  What were the factors that initiated regulation against the trucking industry  in 1935?

2. What factors influenced the deregulation of the industry between 1980 and 1995?

3. Why are short-haul truckers so critical to port logistics?  Are there alternatives to using short-haul truck drivers?
4. What economic factors affect the wages of port short-haul drivers?  Can you think of some recent good examples?
5. Assuming short haul truckers organized and created a union – other than negotiating for better wage and benefit agreements, how might the unions negotiate with the other advocacy groups for better working conditions for the short-haul truckers?

6. What regulations could force ports or shipping companies to change their policies toward short-haul truckers?    Are there some recent examples of regulations that have changed the working conditions of port short-haul truckers?
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