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Sixth Annual Rail Customer Day Activities

Last week several ARC members and members of the Executive Board along with National Association of Wheat Growers delegates met with the captive rail shippers of National Rural Electric Co-Op and CURE (totaling about 150). They all participated in the Sixth Annual Rail Customer Day. The day began with a pre-meeting at the National Association of Wheat Growers office. The group next attended a breakfast rally that was hosted by CURE. Members of Congress, including Chairman Rockefeller, Senator Klobuchar, Chairman Kohl, and Senator Dorgan spoke about the efforts to pass legislation, in particular, Chairman Rockefeller of the Senate Commerce, Science, and Transportation encouraged the group and talked about Bill S2889, which has unanimously passed his Committee and is being readied for floor action in the Senate. He told about the importance of supporting more competition and fairness for captive shippers. He stressed passage of this bill is  not a done deal and it needs all of our efforts to ensure passage. 

From there, many of the ARC and NAWG group met with Senator John Testor (D-MT) and then Senator Max Baucus (D-MT) in their morning breakfast. Both Senators stated their support of the bill and will make efforts to move it forward.

The group then split and made visits with other key members of the Senate and House to educate on the issue and discuss the importance of the bill to captive shippers.  In all about 750 educational meetings with Congressional members and their staff occurred in this, the Sixth Annual Shipper Day. 

Anti-Trust and Senator Kohl

Senator Kohl (D-Wis) told a gathering of rail freight customers May 5 that he and his  Committee staff continue to work with the Commerce Committee and Chairman Rockefeller to bring a united STB/Anti-Trust/Captive Rail Shipper bill that contains both captive shipper and anti-trust reform to the Congress.  Chairman Kohl told the shippers who were gathered for a day of lobbying congressional offices, “While the prospects for this bill are bright, we cannot expect the railroad industry to give up its special antitrust exemption easily.”
The next day on May 6th Senator Kohl further clarified his position by stating in a press release that we “have made plain that we will not consent to any rail bill moving forward on the Senate floor that does not contain antitrust provisions.”  Some key Congressional watchers view this as an attempt by Senator Kohl to signal Chairman Rockefeller that they need to carve out a plan for bringing the two bills to out of the Senate.

Kohl last year authored an exemption-repeal measure that passed the Judiciary Committee unanimously and was headed toward the Senate floor. He pulled it from floor action after striking a deal with Chairman Rockefeller to  attach the antitrust language to the broader rail competition bill being drafted in the Commerce, Science and Transportation Committee.That competition measure passed the Commerce panel in December (S2889) as a priority of its Chairman, Sen. Jay Rockefeller, D.-W.Va., with strong bipartisan backing. Rockefeller said he had to leave off the antitrust provision to get the bill through his committee, but intended to add it to a final bill before it goes to a full Senate vote.

Late in the day, Chairman Oberstar attending the end of the Shipper day event with a rousing talk about the importance of getting a bill addressing the captive rail shipper problem through Congress.  Chairman Oberstar (House Transportation and Infrastructure Committee) has indicated that he attends to move a companion House bill as soon as the Senate bill passes. 

Everyone who attended the Sixth Annual Rail Shipper day was encouraged with the progress that has been made on the captive rail shipper issues – all-the-while aware of the importance of getting the bills moving as the legislative days in the 111th Congress are numbered.

What can rail shippers do right now to help?  According to Mike Snovitch, Executure Director of ARC, “the rail shippers need to contact their Congressional reps and urge them to do two things: 

1. In the Senate call Chairman Rockefeller or Ranking Member Senator Hutchison, urging their support for moving S2889 forward as soon as possible

2. In the House let Chairman Oberstar know of their support for upcoming STB Reauthorization/Captive shipper legislation.Urge your Senator to co-sponsor S2889 as soon as possible thereby ensuring increased momentum in the coming months. 

 

 

