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Norfolk Southern is getting out of rail
trailer management, but a recent
purchase by one of its subsidiaries
shows there’s still strong demand

from customers who want the ability to
choose between road and rail.

Thoroughbred Direct Intermodal Ser-
vices, which operates as a subsidiary but
independently of NS, bought 300 53-foot
rail trailers through a lease with the Ver-
mont Railway Co., marking the company’s
entry into rail trailer fleet management.

“Thoroughbred Direct has demonstrat-
ed to the intermodal shipping community
our unparalleled ability to manage rail
trailers,” said Thoroughbred Direct Gener-
al Manager Joe Dryburgh.“Capitalizing on
our past success, acquiring and managing
a trailer fleet is the logical progression in
Thoroughbred Direct’s evolution.”

The company bills itself as “an adept
unit of NS that is dedicated to meeting the
time-sensitive demands of some of the
toughest players in the business.” It is one
of the largest carriers of time-sensitive
mail in the United States and provides
wholesale and retail intermodal logistics
services through agreements with rail and
trucking companies.

The Vermont Railway purchase di-
verges from the marketing strategy of the
parent company railroad, which started
moving away from managing rail-con-
trolled trailers. Instead, it is treating them
like private trailers –– that is, having the
ability to charge more for the service as
well as alleviating the railroad’s responsi-
bility for maintenance and repair.

BNSF Railway prompted the strategy in
May when it began to move management
of its rail-controlled trailer fleet back to
the leasing companies that own them. NS
and other railroads followed suit to avoid
the risk of stranding loaded trailers at a
BNSF interchange point.

Although some equipment owners
consider the trailer-management decision
a violation of the railroads’ common car-
rier obligations, the railroads insist it’s an

issue of economics. During the first quar-
ter, NS saw its rail-controlled trailer vol-
ume drop 16 percent while its private
trailer volume increased 60 percent.

“NS is perfectly willing to continue
accepting … trailers under revised eco-
nomic arrangements that make sense in a
network context under today’s economic
conditions,” NS said in a recent filing with
the Surface Transportation Board.

Those conditions exist for Thorough-
bred Direct. Some of its major customers,
such as UPS, FedEx and the U.S. Postal Ser-
vice, have the volume that a major equip-
ment purchase can justify and require the
flexibility that rail trailers can provide.

“We’re driven purely by the customer
base we serve,” Dryburgh said. “If they
miss a sort and need to get something
expedited even faster, they can go over the
road with those exceptions. There’s still a
solid customer base that continues to rely
on rail trailers to move their products.”

BY JOHN GALLAGHER

NS Keeps Trailers on Track
Subsidiary jumps into intermodal equipment market 
despite railroad’s decision to exit rail-trailer management

PierPass 
Scores Early
Less than a month after registration

began, more than 1,000 port users
signed up for OffPeak, a new con-

tainer processing system at the ports
of Los Angeles and Long Beach.

The program will be operated by
PierPass, a non-profit company cre-
ated by marine terminal operators to
reduce congestion and improve air
quality at Los Angeles-area ports by
shifting cargo movement to nights
and weekends. 

“In order for port users to ensure
that their cargo continues to flow
freely, we strongly urge them to go to
our website, learn about the program
and register,” said Bruce Wargo,
president and CEO of PierPass. 

Beginning July 23, all internation-
al container terminals at the Los
Angeles and Long Beach ports will
start OffPeak shifts on nights and
weekends. 

From that date, a $40 per TEU fee
will be required for cargo movement
through the ports during peak hours
(Monday through Friday, 3:00 a.m. to
6:00 p.m.). 

The fee will help fund five new Off-
Peak shifts per week (Monday
through Thursday from 6:00 p.m. to
3:00 a.m. and Saturday from 8:00
a.m. to 6:00 p.m.) 

BNSF Railway, the largest inter-
modal rail carrier, sees the program
potentially making a significant
improvement in freight congestion at
the ports. 

“Our intermodal network has been
operating 24/7 for some time, and
other parts of the supply chain need
to do same,” said Steve Branscum,
group vice president for consumer
products at BNSF. 

Although PierPass isn’t an around-
the-clock operation, “it’s a big
improvement,” he said.

Cargo owners, brokers, truckers
and logistics companies can register
free on the PierPass website,
www.pierpass.org.

BY JOHN GALLAGHER
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“There’s still a solid
customer base that
continues to rely on 
rail trailers to move

their products.”
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