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Rail Legislation Update September
Both the House and Senate are currently well into their August recess and scheduled to return to Washington September 14.   While the members of Congress have left town, the majority of their staff are still in DC working on the many issues that the House and Senate will consider prior to leaving in October to campaign and during the anticipated “lame-duck session following the elections in November. We have recently heard from the staff of the co-sponsors of the Rockefeller bill (S.2889), Hutchison (R-TX), Thune( R-SD), and  Dorgan (D-ND)  that they are working on the legislation in an effort to move it forward and meeting with all  interested parties.   They report that they are fully committed to enacting the legislation this Congress.  Chairman Oberstar in multiple public and private pronouncements indicates that he and Chairman Rockefeller are working on developing legislative strategies to obtain passage of the STB Reauthorization bill (including captive shipper reform) this Congressional session. 
Out West

Out West, there are some interesting developments in the captive shipper/Congressional/Railroad arena that are sending signals to everyone. 

The Commerce Committee staff is making the rounds with many shippers with a series of interviews - asking both probing and in-depth questions about rates and service issues. They are preparing a report for their Chairman - Senator Rockefeller. 

The Midwestern Association of State Departments of Agriculture issued a paper calling on President Obama and Congress to enact bipartisan rail reform legislation in the 110th Congress. 
Back in DC

Just before leaving town Senator Cantwell (D-WA), Murray (D-WA), and Lautenberg (D-NJ) introduced the :Focusing Resources, Economic Investment, and Guidance to Help Transportation (FREIGHT) Act of 2010”   According to the authors of the bill it would establish the first comprehensive freight transportation policy and create a new Office of Freight Planning  and development within the Department of Transportation that would coordinate efforts to improve the efficiency and operation of all modes of the national freight transportation system.  http://lautenberg.senate.gov/assets/FREIGHT 
 
Meanwhile the railroads are, below the radar, pushing to get an investment tax credit on infrastructure investments totaling upward of a billion dollars. In addition, we have heard from Senate Committee staff that the major railroads have offered to come back to the table to negotiate an “acceptable” S.2889.  At this time we are not sure if this discussion has begun or what all parties believe is “acceptable”.    We are also not knowledgeable of the committee’s anticipated timetable for this process. The railroads continue to push the view that railroads are too vital and fragile for Congress to push on them - and that what they really need is a great deal of money investment by Congress in their rail plant. 

What is apparently going on is a struggle for position as well as the hearts, minds and support of legislators as they return from the August recess. 

It is likely that this fall, Congress will enact legislative reform that will affect the railroads, but it continues to be clear that both Rockefeller and Oberstar - both Chairman of their respective Senate (Commerce) and House (Transportation and Infrastructure) committee have a strong desire to obtain real shipper gains in their legislative efforts to reforming the Surface Transportation Board. 
Visit your Congressman
If the opportunity presents itself occurs while either your Senator or member of Congress is home during the recess, let them know how important it is that meaningful rail shipper reform legislation such as S.2889 be enacted during this Congress.  Also September is a good time to contact members Washington DC staff urging them to have their boss sign on as a co-sponsor of S.2889 if they have not done so already.  If they are in the office they usually have more time to discuss in more depth the issues then when Congress is in session.  Give them a call.
 
   
