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Rail Assured
NMovement

The gap in force deployment strategic mobility
by LtCol James R. Stover
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to overseas destinations, contractual
agreements with Class I Railroads that
prioritize military movements during
times of crisis, contingency, or war must

be established.

Military Deployment Strategy

The Federal Highway Administra-
tion maintains a guide, last released on
1 February 2017, which coordinates
military deployments on roads and
highways. Chapter One of this guide
is dedicated to current military deploy-
ment concepts and states:

The Department of Defense (DOD)
has established an objective of being
able to deploy to a theater within 10
days with sufficient combat power to
defeat an enemy during the next 30
days and be ready for the next fight
within another chirty days. Key to
meeting these deployment goa[s is
the capability of units to move rap-
idly from their installations to land,
sea, and aerial POEs or to designated
locations within the United States.!

Table 1. 1.S. Army Brigade Rail Movement Planning Estimates.

A no-notice deployment requiring forces
to deploy and arrive in a theater within
thirty days of notification will create an
instant movement requirement for rail
providers that, potentially, already have
their resources commirted to contrac-
tual business agreements. The responsi-
bility for the deployment of forces using
rail is coordinated through the Surface
Deployment Distribution Command
(SDDC), which is a transportation
component command of U.S. Trans-
portation Command {TRANSCOM).

The Army is the military Service
branch responsible for railroad opera-
tions within the DOD. A 1964 direc-
tive charged the Army with funding
the purchase of enough general-purpose
railcats {cars capable of being used by
more than one Service) to meet the rail
movement demands of all the Services.?
The SDDC manages and coordinates
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domestic routing services for rail and
highway movements in the continental
United States.

Together, the Army and SDDC
maintain a limited rail capability with
DOD owned {DODX) railcars. When
requested, rail carriers will integrate
DODX cars into unit {single custom-
er) or manifest {multiple customers)
trains. The DODX cars range in capac-
ity from 75 tons to 140 tons and are
usually reserved for the transport of
heavy vehicles such as M1A1 Tanks and
MB88 Tank Retrievers. The DODX fleet
size totaled 1,897 railcars as of January
2019.% SDDC Operations stated that

in a surge environment, several thou-
sand railcars are required within the
first thirty days with a mass rail build-
up of train movements into and out of
strategic gulf and west coast seaports,
ammunition depots, and numerous
military installations.
Given the number of DODX railcars
alone, the DOD will tequire rail sup-
port from the railroad industry during
a rapid force mobilization.
On any given day, commercial rail
cars are devoted toward fulfilling con-

Marine Corps Gazette * March 2021



tractual obligations per a railroad’s busi-
ness plan and portfolio. Minimizing
car dwell is one method the railroad
industry uses to help maximize busi-
ness profit. To this end, there are cur-
rent railroading initiatives seeking o
improve revenue and operating ratios
through optimized asset utilization,
which translates to fewer cars available
for short notice military movetments.

Industry Asset Utilization

Since the late 1990s, Precision Sched-
uled Railroad coneepls were incorpo-
rated or are being implemented within
six of seven Class 1 Railroad Compa-
nies. Cutrently, Union Pacific is imple-
menting Precision Scheduled Railroad
principles while changing the company’s
transportation network with the over-
all goal of becoming more efficient.”
Bill Stephens, centributing author to
Trains, stated, “Union Pacific removed
more than 1,200 locomotives and ap-
proximately 30,000 freight cars since
August 1, 2018."6 Meanwhile, Kansas
Ciry Southern reduced its locomotive
fleet by 45.7 A reduction of active rail
resources and an increased number of
trains being utilized daily increases the
risk that Class 1 railroads (undergoing
asset utilization initiatives) will not be
able to provide surge train capacity to
the DOD for a no-notice mobilization
requirement. In March 2018, Jeff Ber-
man of Logistics Management stated,

Class I railroads’ aggressive effort to
reduce their operating ratios to impress
Wall Street investors and sharehold-
ers has resulted in the systemic shed-
ding of resources by Class I carriers,
including locomotives and crews, that
haS dﬂgradﬂd SﬂrViCﬂ 1o uﬂaccﬂptablﬂ
levels, and resulted in virtually non-
existent surge capacity to meet rail
customers’ needs.®
Per Part 111 of the Defense Travel Reg-
ulation, “rail cars requested less than
twenty-one business days before the
desired loading may not be received in
time.” Based upen asset utilization ini-
tiatives across the industry, there is an
increased risk in the Railroad Industry’s
ability to supporta simultaneous muld-
Service brigade equivalent movement
within the first 30 days of a validated
movement requirement.
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Assured Transportation Access

TRANSCOM is a functional com-
batant command responsible for provid-
ing global air, land, and sca mobility
solutions to national security require-
ments. To execute this vast array of mo-
bility responsibilities, TRANSCOM
relies heavily on commercial Lranspor-
tation providers through contractual
agreements. The Congressional Re-
search Service states,

the Commander of TRANSCOM,
with the approval of the Secretary of
Defense, has the authority to develop
and maintain contractual relationships
between the DOD and the commercial
transportation industry to cultivate
concepts, requirements, and proce-
dures to provide responsive strategic
mobility capabilities.10
With this authority, TRANSCOM has
the capability to supplement military
transportation assets with civil aug-
mentation as needed to meet strategic
mobility demands.

TRANSCOM has the ca-
pability to supplement
military transportation
assets with civil aug-
mentation ...

There are currently three readiness
programs that provide assured trans-
portation access to airlift and sealift
requirements. The Civil Reserve Air
Fleet isan agreement with U.S. civilian
airlines for national and international
personnel and cargo movements. The
Voluntary Intermodal Sealift Agree-
ment {VISA) and Voluntary Tanker
Agreement {VTA) are two sealift agree-
ments with commercial maritime car-
riers. Together, the VISA and VTA
provide the DOD assured sealift access
for force movements, sustainment, and
POLswhen military sealift asset capac-
ity is exceeded.

SDDC maintains a five-year study to
update and designate the STRACNET
to determine, which rail lines and mili-
tary installations are most important

to national defense. The STRACNET
study was initiated in response o DOD
concerns of the railroad industry’s abil-
ity to support a defense emergency in
the 1970s. Since then, STRACNET
identifies rail lines that are most crirical
to national defense with the most re-
cent results published in October 2018.
SDDC states,

STRACNET allows defense and civil
rail planning to be more easily coordi-
nated and allows for prioritization of
restoration of rail service in the event
Ofany emergﬂﬂcy that cause large—sca[ﬂ
loss of rail lines, which minimizes the
risk of a eivil rail line abandonment
affecting national defense.ll
The guide ensures that rail line access to
support critical military movements 1s
known and identified to the U.S. Gov-
ernment, Federal Railroad Administra-
tion {FRA), and the rail industry.
The STRACNET and Defense Con-
nector Lines study was coordinated with
the FRA to determine critical lines and
rail access to military installations. To-
gether, 33,000 miles of STRACNET
rail lines and 4,700 miles of connector
rail lines were identified across the Unit-
ed States. Figure 1 depicts the STRAC-
NET identified in the 2018 study, and
Appendix A of the study provides by
state maps with each STRACNET and
rail connector lines for 126 designated
military installations and activities. Al-
though the DOD continuously ensures
rail line access across the United States
and to designated military installations
and activities, there is no formal agree-
ment for rail capacity to support rapid
mobilization rail movements.

Rail Assured Movement Gap

The DOD has agreements and
procedures in place to ensure that civil
airlift, civil sealift, and the civil rail
network can support national defense
mobilization movements. However,
there is no formal agreement to ensure
civilian rail companies will provide rail
cars and locomotive {powet) resources
for an immediate {24-72 hours) mo-
bilization event.

In 2018, military deployments, ex-
ercise rotations, and routine logistics
movements were supported via rail ser-
vice. The Union Pacific alone provided
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approximately 16,800 rail cars
and containers for military
movements in the western half
of the United States. SDDC
coordinated over 41,000 rail
catloads and over 650 trains
in 2018, but these movements
were coordinated with enough
time to ensure the rail industry
could plan for and allocate rail
cars and locomotives to meet
required delivery dates. With
the notification of a crisis and
immediate simultaneous mobi-
lization of military forces, rail
movement will be needed. Rail
resources dedicated to contrac-
tual agreements will need days
to complete their contractual
cycle time and reposition to a
military installation or activ-
ity for loading. The DOD’s
ability to rapidly deploy large
conventional size forces is
based upon the rail industry’s
ability o provide resources and
the military installation’s rail
loading throughput. With a \
planning assumption thar ten
days arc needed to complete
contractual deliveries, twelve
days could casily be used as a
planning factor to reposition rail assets
to a military installation. When linked
with loading and movement to a POE,
three weeks could quickly be estimated.
Rail support is based on known and
forecasted requirements. Since there is
no Civil Reserve Air Fleet, VISA, or
VTA rail equivalent agreement, there is
an enormous amount of risk the DOD
has accepted during an unforeseen mo-
bilization phase of an operatiomn.

L

Conclusion

Through aitlift and sealift agree-
ments, the United States maintains the
ability to project forces via ait and sea.
While suitable APOEs are numerous
and easily accessed from major bases,
sutface transportation to designated
SPOEs is critical to closing forces in
accordance with contingency and op-
crational plan timelines. Regular assess-
ments by the FRA and SDDC moni-
tor rail network status and capacity to
support national defense requirements.
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Figure 1: Civil Rail Lines Most Important to National Defense.

{Figure provided by author.)

These assessments are for naught, how-
ever, without contractual agreements
for rail carriers to provide rail cars and
prioritize military movements in time
of crisis, contingency, or war. Given the
nation’s commitment to ensure that our
military is prepared to respond to any
contingency in the defense of our na-
tional interests abroad, it behooves the
DOD to ensure national objectives are
not hindered by an inability to close
forces promptly and reliably.
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