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A number of experts and stakeholders told Intermodal Insights 
that there are a number of things that can and should be done.

One technique that’s been used increasingly at terminals in re-
cent times is appointment systems for the picking up and dropping 
off of cargo. Doug Wray, vice president of Commercial for terminal 
operator Ports America said that appointments are best used as 
“a component of several systems” to aid in intermodal terminals’ 
efficiency.

“Aggregating the multiple types of technology utilized to 
manage a marine terminal into a singular portal for stakeholders 
to access and retrieve information will be a requirement to keep 
pace with an ever-evolving supply chain,” he said. “Enhancements to 
appointment systems will also be an ongoing process, and with ad-
vancements in information sharing, stakeholders will see improve-
ments in performance.”

Eric Caris, director of Cargo Marketing at the Port of Los Ange-

les, added that truck appointments allow intermodal terminals to 
meter truck flows through the gate. However, he also mentioned the 
challenge of cancelled appointments, saying that outside factors 
can affect the percentage of such cancellations, such as shipping 
line empty return allocation at a specific terminal.

“Trucking companies look to drop off an empty and pick up an 
import load in the same transaction. On occasion, import appoint-
ments are not made because of the inability to return an empty 
container in the same transaction,” he explained.

He also cited chassis dislocation as a cause of cancelled ap-
pointments, as well as double booking of appointments, to ensure a 
percentage of those bookings can be made.

Efficiency Measures
Lisa Wheldon, director of Trade Development and Rail for JAX-

PORT, said that another technique for improving terminal efficiency 
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is utilizing a “peel pile” system to separate containers into individual 
stacks that are organized by customer.

“Peel piles allow trucks to come in and pickup – or “peel off” – 
the first container that is available for their customer, rather than 
waiting for a specific container,” she explained. “The process takes a 
little coordination on the front end, but pays off in efficiencies on the 
back end, especially during high-traffic pickup times.”

 She added that communication between BCOs and terminal 
operators is another important tool for maintaining terminal fluidity.

“Knowing the services your terminal operator offers is beneficial 
for BCOs, especially when time is of the essence,” she explained. “If 
you have a hot box that you need in a hurry, the terminal operator 
may be willing to stage it or preload it onto a chassis. Knowing 
ahead of time if a container needs a chassis can help avoid chassis 
swaps and the extra time –and costs – associated with it.”

Wray also offered some suggestions for cutting down on 
terminal congestion, including better coordination. All intermodal 
partners, he said, need to effectively utilize the information termi-
nals are providing to manage terminals.

“Status of containers, location of containers, and other valuable 
information is available to aid the process of navigating a terminal 
efficiently,” he remarked. “There’s also options for terminal informa-
tion to be shared directly to transportation management systems 
and warehouse management systems via API to make data trans-
fer seamless.”

Among the extra measures the Port Authority of New York & 
New Jersey says it has been using to keep the supply chain fluid 
are: keeping marine terminals open on holidays; adding extra hours 
of operation on nights and weekends; infusing extra chassis into the 
network; working overtime to keep chassis units roadworthy; and 
adding empty rail cars into the intermodal network, including adding 
additional trains.

In addition, the port has been asking all terminals, depots, 
truckers, warehouses and other port partners to engage in certain 
measures, including extending and coordinating operating hours to 
match additional work times where applicable; proactively updat-
ing the availability of extra warehouse capacity or space to ground 
containers; making a special effort to ground containers to free up 
the chassis to support the inbound flow; and moving containers to 
off-terminal locations as quickly as possible to reduce inefficiencies 
for terminals.

At the Port of Los Angeles, increasing demand for goods 
brought on by consumers stuck at home due to the coronavirus 
pandemic led to an unprecedented container surge in the fourth 
quarter of 2020. Although cargo plummeted during the first five 
months of 2020 as the pandemic affected goods imported from 
China, container volumes rebounded in the final three months of the 
year, which saw imports at a record pace, according to the port.

And along with the rebound came an increase in congestion. 
Port officials, however, have said that it has added new measures to 
help deal with the challenge.

“With consumers continuing to stay at home and purchase 
goods rather than services, we expect robust activity on our docks 
to continue for at least several months,” Port of Los Angeles Ex-
ecutive Director Gene Seroka said. “To help stakeholders manage 
the cargo influx, the port has introduced new data tools for asset 

planning, provided additional land for chassis and containers, and 
is working with cargo owners large and small to prioritize their 
shipments.”

“If there is something we can do to prioritize goods, help find 
or move a box that will help a customer or consumer,” Seroka said, 
“we’re going to do it.”

In 2020, the Los Angeles-Long Beach seaport complex was 
subject to a terminal efficiency investigation led by Federal Maritime 
Commissioner Rebecca Dye. Among the recommendations the 
FMC eventually offered were that:

 • Truckers should be directed to return empty containers to the 
terminal where they were picked up, allowing them to make dual 
moves and reduce the number of chassis required.

 • Notice of terminal gate closures should be given no less than 
three days, and preferably seven days, before gate closing. At no 
time should a closure occur mid-shift.

 • Notice of blank sailings should be given not only to beneficial 
cargo owners, but also should be posted prominently on a 
carrier’s website, at least seven days in advance. Notice of 
bypassed ports should be posted at least 72 hours in advance.

 • Carriers and terminals should collaborate regarding Export 
Cargo Receiving Timelines, with the goal of better coordinating 
their interaction.

“Greater collaboration between ocean carriers and marine termi-
nals will be critical to avoid cargo disruption and support a thriving 
American economy,” Dye said in a statement.

Temporary Rail Measures
Congestion hasn’t just been a marine terminal issue – railroads 

and warehousing have also been affected. Tight drayage capacity, 
as well as slowdowns in warehouse productivity due to pandemic 
safety protocols, labor shortages and high demand have all contrib-
uted to congestion, stakeholders have said.

In the fourth quarter of 2020, BNSF Railway and Norfolk South-
ern, facing a spike in intermodal volumes, intermittently utilized a 
temporary solution: placing caps on inbound loads at some of their 
busiest terminals to deal with congestion.

“To ensure continued fluidity at our intermodal facilities, we had 
to put in place temporary ingate allocations at certain intermodal 
facilities” in the Chicago area and Southern California during the 
holiday season, BNSF spokeswoman Amy Casas explained.

Norfolk Southern in December temporarily stopped accepting 
loads moving between its Chicago 63rd Street intermodal facility 
and Pittsburgh; Toledo, Ohio; and Buffalo, NY.

“The impacts of COVID on the supply chain are causing overall 
volumes for all segments to be at elevated levels at the same 
time, which creates increased pressure on terminals,” the railroad 
explained in a statement.

Intermodal traffic is expected to remain at high levels through 
at least Chinese New Year in February, railroad executives and 
analysts have said. But even with that being the case, BNSF and NS 
have made it clear that restricting cargo flow to deal with conges-
tion is only a temporary measure, and that all stakeholders in the 
goods movement chain should work together on permanent, long-
term solutions.
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“Collectively and Collaboratively”
A comprehensive approach to finding solutions to container 

handling and congestion challenges was also suggested by some 
involved in other modes of goods transport.

“Efforts associated with reducing marine terminal congestion 
need to include the entirety of the supply chain partners,” Wray said. 
“From ocean carriers, port authorities, terminal operators, Class 
1 railroads, labor, motor carriers, IEPs, shippers, and BCOs, all are 
needed collectively and collaboratively to improve the issues associ-
ated with congestion.”

“All of these stakeholders play a key role in the supply chain; no 
single entity can fix the issue,” he continued, “but all stakeholders 
working together will be needed for material changes that improve 
the situation.”

His words were echoed by the POLA’s Caris.
“That is a multi-entity effort,” he said. “Shipping lines, marine 

terminals, labor, port authorities.”
Caris did state, however, that although such things are collabo-

rative efforts, ports can sometimes act as driving forces.
“Port authorities are often the convenors of meetings and can 

provide incentives to drive changes,” he said.

The Port Authority of New York & New Jersey has been one 
of the ports seeking to drive change. The port, which handled 
record-breaking monthly cargo a few times in the second half of 
2020, primarily due to COVID-related reasons such as retailers 
replenishing depleted stocks and a transition to the “stay at home” 
economy, has been asking all terminals, depots, truckers, warehous-
es and other partners to engage in certain measures to keep the 
supply chain fluid.

“The maritime cargo supply chain’s resiliency has been en-
couraging as we collectively navigate through the pandemic, and 
it is at times like this that the interconnectedness of the various 
supply chain handoffs is evident,” the port said in a statement. “Our 
partners are united in managing these extraordinary volumes and 
handling tight capacity throughout the supply chain to keep com-
merce moving.”

Wray seemed optimistic that as communication between goods 
movement stakeholders improves, so will congestion relief mea-
sures.

“The ability to utilize information available to manage the needs 
of the supply chain is there and will only improve with time,” he said. 
“Utilizing the information will be a key component of reducing termi-
nal congestion as supply chains continue to evolve.”


