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Synopsis: 
 If you happen to be traveling on the Port of Tacoma Road on a day when the containers from one or more scheduled container ships are available for pickup by local trucking companies, you are likely to encounter lines of trucks waiting to get into the port’s container terminals.  The port's heavy traffic, although good for retailers and for international trade, has been a growing burden on area  freeway and secondary road  systems.  Congestion contributes to decrease in trucker productivity, potential safety problems, pollution, and long-term, decrease in competitive advantage for port facilities.  .  In recent years container volume is down by about 25%, yet congestion is still a major problem.  Many solutions have been discussed to alleviate the congestion – little has done to solve it.
Detailed background and analysis:
The Port of Tacoma is the 8th busiest port in the United States, with a volume of about 2 million TEU’s annually.  Container loads of toys, clothes, shoes, furniture, auto parts, automobiles and other products arrive in Tacoma, WA  from the Far East, day and night, and then go by truck or train to distribution centers and retail outlets around the United States.   In the last few years as the economy has suffered, and shippers have consolidated traffic in the ports in California and British Columbia, the number of containers has been reduced  (about 1.5 million TEUs in 2010), and the focus has shifted to more local truck traffic instead of the intermodal (ship to rail) traffic.  In addition to imports, the Port of Tacoma handles a large number of exports - about 60% of the traffic is inbound(imports) , with about 40% outbound(exports).  Exported products include aerospace products and parts, semiconductors and electrical components, computer equipment, agricultural products, forest products, as well as tons of recycled materials (scrap metal and paper).   The Port of Tacoma is also the US mainland’s main maritime gateway to Alaska which accounts for significant container traffic.  In addition to the container traffic, the port handles substantial volumes of break-bulk and bulk cargoes, such as transportation machinery, military equipment, and grains.
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Traffic and Congestion

The port's heavy traffic, although good for retailers and for international trade, has been a growing burden on area  freeway and secondary road  systems. At peak traffic time, Port of Tacoma Road, the main access for 3 of the container terminals (OCT, Husky, and WUT)at the Port of Tacoma, is blocked with trucks waiting to deliver goods and empty containers to the terminals, and pick up containers from offloading ships.   Backups from the Evergreen terminal spill onto highway 509, while lines of trucks from Horizon Lines and Maersk block Lincoln and Milwaukee Avenue.  Backups can also extend onto I-5 offramps and into the adjacent city of Fife.  A 2007 study of the truck volumes and traffic patterns is attached as exhibit 1.  
Multiple problems and issues arise from the Port of Tacoma congestion:
· Time spent waiting in line reduces trucker productivity and increases time on the road and away from their families.   In addition, many of the truckers are independent, non-union truckers that are paid by the load rather than by the hour – waiting in line reduces their income.  
· Safety problems during peak congestion is a problem.  Cars entering and leaving businesses along  congested routes have to contend with a gauntlet of trucks.  Safety vehicles, such as fire trucks or ambulances on their way to an emergency, might be delayed.  Truckers stuck in lines getting out of their trucks to stretch their legs or talk with a buddy could potentially cause a serious accident or be injured themselves..

· Increased truck traffic means increased pollution..  Increased environmental awareness by town planners and governments around the world is increasing pressure on terminals to improve traffic flow into their ports. No municipal body wants to see trucks backed up outside their local terminal gate, potentially causing obstruction to other traffic and belching out fumes. In July 2003 the state of California introduced the Lownenthal Act which fines marine terminals $250 for each truck which has to wait at a terminal gate for more than 30 minutes. The aim of the legislation is to reduce pollution and congestion but it has also increased the use of appointment systems and other technology to improve the flow of trucks into the yard.   In Seattle/Tacoma area,  more than 54,000 vehicles clog Interstate 5 every day, according to WSDOT,the state's transportation authority. Some 7,500 of those vehicles are trucks, many traveling to or from not only the Port of Tacoma, but the Ports of Seattle and Tacoma.   
· Long-term, competitive advantage for the terminals at the Port of Tacoma could potentially suffer as delivery times lengthen and customer service suffers.
 What cause the congestion?
The economic conditions of the last few years have played a significant role in the problem.  As shippers have consolidated container loads to ports such as Long Beach and Vancouver, BC., fewer containers destined for cross-country rail are heading to the Port of Tacoma, and local and regional truck traffic has increased.  Facilities designed for a majority of containers to be offloaded and shipped via rail, are now having to offload to higher numbers of trucks, instead.    

Typically, port terminals operate around the clock, loading and unloading cargo and organizing containers. But at the ports, most of the terminal gates used by trucks are scheduled to be open only for the day shift, from 7 a.m. to 5 p.m. That means much of the port's truck traffic is using the area's freeways at the same time as commuters. In a true 24/7 operation, many more trucks would enter and leave the terminal at off-peak hours -- during the port's second shift, from 5 p.m. to 3 a.m., and the shift  from 3 to 8 a.m. That would put more trucks on the road when other traffic is relatively light -- and they would cause less pollution because they would spend less time idling outside the port.
	
	Monday
	Tuesday
	Wednesday
	Thursday
	Friday

	APM Terminals
	8am-4:30pm
	8am-4:30pm
	7am-4:30pm 6pm-10pm
	8am-4:30pm
	8am-4:30pm 6pm-3am

	Husky Terminals
	8am-5pm
	8am-5pm
	8am-5pm
	8am-5pm
	8am-5pm

	Olympic Container Terminals
	8am-4:30pm
	8am-4:30pm
	8am-4:30pm
	8am-4:30pm
	8am-4:30pm

	Evergreen Pierce County Terminals
	7am-4:15 pm
	7am-4:15 pm
	7am-4:15 pm
	7am-4:15 pm
	7am-4:15 pm

	WUT
	7am-4pm
	7am-4pm 
	7am-4pm
	7am-4pm
	7am-4pm


“Gate congestion is usually caused by the sheer volume of trucks coming into the yard to pick up containers”, according to Scott Bursch, from Husky Terminals at the Port of Tacoma.   “Truckers will queue up at the gates based on the availability of containers unloaded from inbound ships”, explains Bursch,.  “If a container ship arrives on Sunday, we unload the containers and make them available for pickup by Monday or Tuesday, at the latest.  Since truck drivers are paid by the delivered load, not by the hour, they want to make as many loads as possible during the day, so as soon as containers are available for pickup, they are waiting at the gates.  Since we open at 7 am on the first day of availability, this means we usually have a backup at 7am, then again right after lunch.  Since the Targets and Walmarts waiting for these goods want them to be delivered as soon as possible, truck drivers pick up the goods at earliest availability.  So the first couple of days after a ship arrives are the busiest – this happens about once a week at Husky Terminals.

There is another key factor contributing to the activity on the first few days after a ship arrives, according to Jill Snyder of Premier Transport – trucking companies usually have a designated number of days for pickup of offloaded containers before they have to pay demurrage to the terminal operators.  This can be as much as $100/day per container.

Do trucks delivering goods or empty containers add to the congestion?  According to Bursch, delivery of exported goods and empty containers is more evenly disbursed over the week, but in many cases, when a truck arrives to pick up goods, it is also delivering a full container or an empty.
Husky Terminal is just one terminal servicing the Port of Tacoma.  One can only imagine the congestion based on container availability when you look at a sample vessel schedule for the Port of Tacoma:
	APM Terminal
Horizon Anchorage - 8/25/11
Horizon Enterprise - 8/28/11
Horizon Kodiak - 8/30/11
Horizon Tacoma - 9/01/11
	Husky Terminal 
Genoa Bridge - 8/28/11
MOL Pace - 9/04/11
Guang Dong Bridge - 9/11/11
Chicago Bridge - 9/18/11
	TOTE
North Star - 8/26/11
Midnight Sun - 8/31/11
North Star - 9/02/11
Midnight Sun - 9/07/11
North Star - 9/09/11

	Blair Terminal
Aquarius Ace - 8/27/11
Atlas Highway - 9/08/11
Pegasus Ace - 9/08/11
Mosel Ace - 9/13/11
Ever Excel - 9/03/11


	Terminal 7
Pluto Leader - 8/24/11
Don Juan - 8/30/11
Morning Melody - 8/30/11
Hyundai No. 108 - 9/02/11
Morning Spruce - 9/07/11
Falstaff - 9/11/11
Century Leader No. 5 - 9/12/11
World Spirit - 9/16/11
Tampa - 9/19/11
Toscana - 9/25/11
	Washington United Terminals
Hyundai Jakarta - 8/29/11



	Pierce County Terminal
Ever Unity - 8/27/11
Ever Unific - 8/29/11
Ever Union - 9/01/11
Ital Usodimare - 9/08/11
Ever Eagle - 9/11/11
	Olympic Container Terminal
YM North - 8/28/11
Hanjin Newport - 9/03/11
YM Zenith - 9/11/11
YM Kaohsiung - 9/18/11
YM Portland - 9/25/11
	


Turn-around time for trucks entering the terminals can add to back-ups if there are problems with documentation, or if load pickup/dropoff is inefficient.  With 400-500 trucks a day entering their terminal grounds, Husky Terminals has a fairly efficient system for dealing with containers.  Ideally, about 75% of the imported containers are unloaded from a container ship and then sent via rail to their destination.  The other 25% are unloaded into a staging area for pickup. Trucks drive directly to the staging area for loading of the container onto the truck – waiting time is minimal.  Unless a truck has a problem transaction which is routed to the trouble gate, the ‘turn time for that truck once it arrives at the gate is about 20 minutes.  Hank Bynaker, General Operations Manager at WUT, Washington United Terminals, adjacent to Husky Terminal, indicates that Husky is also fairly efficient with truck turnaround – average truck turn time is 26 minutes.  Problem transactions are also removed from the queue and routed to a trouble desk.  
Businesses along the Port of Tacoma Road complain about truck traffic, but in some case, have also contributed to the problem.  Concrete Technology, a business adjacent to Husky Terminal, transports concrete I-beams to its facilities on the other side of the road.  To  facilitate  this transport on heavily trafficked days, the road between the business’s facilities have been marked with cross-hatching and designated as a ‘keep clear’ area.  Trucks have to contend with this additional factor as they line up in queues for the terminals.
What about terminal workers – do they add to the problem?  Loading and unloading in the terminal areas is done by longshore workers.  According to Snyder, the longshore workers schedule all their workers for 2, daily, fifteen minute breaks and an hour for lunch.  Rather than staggering the longshore workers breaks and lunch on the busiest days, longshore unions set specific times for these periods during which truck traffic stops.  
Potential solutions

Transportation experts and port tenants and port administration have discussed the causes and many solutions for the port's traffic problems.  In a meeting in May of 2010 that included representatives from the terminals, port businesses, the longshoreman, and port officials themselves, several short and long term solutions were discussed.  Short and long term solutions discussed included:

	Short term:

· changing lane configurations 

· installing more speed bumps and signage 

· using a less-travelled street for overflow

· extending work hours to include holidays,

· increased daytime hours/flextime

· additional shifts

· gate webcams

· maps for truckers that would show traffic patterns and alternative routes
· changing lane markings on Port of Tacoma Road and SR 509


	Long term:

· widening Port of Tacoma road/fixing potholes
· more intermodal vs truck traffic in future as economy rebounds

· a  fee system such as Pier Pass
· an appointment system
· new roads/alternative routes


Solutions at other ports were discussed as well including a ‘virtual yard’ where containers could be picked up or dropped off during peak hours and delivered to/from terminals during non-peak hours,  Pier Pass which is used in southern California, appointment systems, faster and fully automated terminal systems.


Of these solutions, the most logical to implement easily would be increasing the number of hours for terminal access.  However, extending hours or working on other than day shifts from the point of view of the terminal operators is expensive and, often, ineffective.  Furthermore the plan would not work unless all parties changed the way they did business.   For example, if one terminal operator changed the terminal gate open hours from midnight to 6 am, it would undoubtedly reduce congestion on port roads.  But, terminal operators would have to pay higher labor rates during this shift, which in the long run, would be passed to the customer with higher container rates, creating a competitive disadvantage for the terminal operator and lines using that terminal.  Additionally, many  customers only receive goods during daytime hours, so truckers would have to delay delivery until the daytime shift,  or store containers until delivery – potential extra hours and work.
Excessive cost is a factor in many of the other solutions.  Hank Bynaker, of WUT, says that they have considered some sort of queuing area outside their terminal, but the cost for such a plan is considerable.  Unfortunately, says Bynaker, “the resolutions that are good operationally, are not always the best for the bottom line”.  
As of this date, several minor solutions have been implemented.  Many of the terminals have installed webcams at their terminal gates so that truckers can see what traffic looks like at certain points during the day, and can elect to delay their trip.  Additionally, the Port of Tacoma has issued new maps that show the port truck primary and alternative routes.  With tight budgets, and limited resources, little has changed since the meeting in May, 2010. 

1.  What contributes to the congestion at the Port of Tacoma?  Who are the major players in this scenario, and what is their role?
2. What are the major problems resulting from the trucking congestion?
3. Discuss the short and long-term solutions discussed at the May 2010 meeting.  Which of these seem viable and yet might yield effective results.
4. Research some of the other ports that are experiencing similar congestion problems.  Are there solutions implemented at these ports that might work at the Port of Tacoma?

5.  Are there other solutions that could be considered for this situation?
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