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B)  Freight:  

Assessment:

According to the 2002 Commodity Flow Surveyi, 40% of U.S.domestic ton-miles were shipped by truck, 40% by rail, 9% by water, and 0.2% by air.  These figures are misleading, however, since 44% of rail tonnage is the shipment of coal.  Other than coal, trucking dominates cargo hauling in the US.

{pie chart with and without coal}ii

Waterborne transport is about 20% more energy efficient than railroad transport, which in turn is about eleven times more energy efficient per ton than truck transportiii.  There is some dispute as to the exact efficiency difference between water and truck transport, but it is certainly an order of magnitude.  Energy has been so cheap that trucking’s flexibility has been more valuable despite its far higher energy cost.  Truck transport trips are shorter on average than rail or water trips, and its cargo less dense.  

San Francisco is marooned at the end of a peninsula, with virtually all cargo arriving by truck. Even air freight is trucked up from the airport. San Francisco Bay, once the City’s reason for being, has become a barrier to efficient freight transport. The one exception is the import of bulk aggregate (gravel) by barge to pier 80.  Nearly all material exports also leave by truck.  

Water transport; Port of San Francisco:  The Port of San Francisco consists of  “finger piers” and other industrial piers, which are not well suited for intermodal (container) shipping. Today, there are 39 piers remaining. Between the gradual de-industrialization of the city and the rise of containerized cargo, the industrial potential of the port of San Francisco has long been neglected, and many, though not all, of these piers are in disrepair. Oakland is in a better geographic position to handle multi-modal freight, but there is a strong possibility that short-haul coastal and river shipping will increase significantly in volume, reviving the fortunes of the Port of San Francisco.

Certain piers especially deserve a closer look.  Pier 70 is the largest floating drydock on the west coast of  the Americas, and plans are underway to renovate and enlarge it. Pier 80, the breakbulk (pallet) cargo terminal, also has tremendous potential.  It is a deep water pier with on-dock rail access, as well as home to a complex of historic Victorian-era brick industrial structures. Piers 90-96 house the city’s recycling facility.  San Francisco’s two biggest water-shipped exports, hay and used paper products for recycling, are loaded here.

Rail transport:  In common with many other cities and towns, San Francisco has drastically curtailed its freight rail capacity. The only remaining freight rail line into the city comes up the peninsula, sharing track with Caltrain, before turning east toward piers 80 and 90-96.  It runs through a tunnel that is too low for modern freight rail operations. When Caltrain electrifies its trains, the electric lines will be overhead, making the problem even worse.

Vulnerabilities:

Freight hauling will certainly be profoundly impacted by rising fuel prices. For long distance air or water shipping, liquid fuels will be very difficult to replace as the source of power. Because of the fuel efficiency of rail and water transportation, we can expect a mode shift in the transportation of goods. Air freight will decline in importance, while rail will gain market share. Short sea shipping will likely make a comback.  Already the U.S. Maritime Administration is sponsoring a public-private cooperative venture to promote a coastal marine highway connecting Oregon and California.  In the future, food may be shipped to the Bay Area from the Central Valley or the Willamette Valley by water.

Within the U.S., it will be very, very difficult to move away from trucks, because our entire infrastructure is focused on roads for moving most goods. Though energy efficiency will become much more important, it will be difficult, if not impossible, to move a significant portion of freight from truck to rail. One rail analyst asserts that the nation’s 140,000 miles of rails cannot handle even an increase of 25%.iv

In contrast to our counterparts in Europe and Japan, the United States has allowed its rail system to fall into disrepair.  Europe and Japan have not only invested in rail, but in electric trains, which will give them fuel flexibility, and a competitive advantage over the U.S.  Europe also has an extensive system of river and canal cargo routes. The United States will be at an ever greater competitive disadvantage as fuel prices increase. Major investment will be needed to keep our rail system functional, not to mention efficient.

San Francisco’s exports are primarily services, but even producing these requires substantial cargo hauling. In addition, San Francisco residents require food and other products.  The City urgently needs to develop freight access other than by truck, or it will find itself ever more at a disadvantage compared to other cities that have alternative cargo infrastructure.  

Goals and Strategies:

Develop alternatives to hauling freight by truck. 

Port of San Francisco:  The coming rise in shorter distance water shipping is a great opportunity for San Francisco. It is vital that the City preserve and renovate its available piers, particularly Piers 70-96, in order to exploit this potential competitive advantage. Pier 80 could even be developed as a tourist attraction, while remaining a working pier, as other cities have done (Hamburg, for instance). The Pier 90 complex also presents the Port with an opportunity, for it has considerable open space and, like Pier 80, is accessible by rail. Should Federal infrastructure funding become available, the port upgrade is ideal for submission. It needs to be a priority.

Freight rail:  A modern city needs a modern freight rail yard.  San Francisco must build up its rail capacity, starting with the Caltrain tunnel. The inadequate size of the current tunnel is a choke point for the City’s ability to have a backup for trucks as virtually the only method of moving goods into San Francisco. Fixing it is the first step toward a functional freight rail system, as well as a big step toward revitalizing our maritime industry.  This is another project ideally suited for using Federal infrastructure funds. 

Beyond the enlargement of the tunnel, San Francisco needs to formulate a plan to revitalize rail access to the city.  When oil and gas become prohibitively expensive, electric rail will be the major cargo transport mode.  Cities and regions with well-developed rail will be at a competitive advantage, but such development takes time and must be commenced immediately.

Bicycle and neighborhood electric vehicles:  San Francisco’s compact geography and mild climate could work to its advantage with respect to delivery of smaller items.  Package shippers such as United Parcel Service (UPS) could deliver by bicycle or electric shuttle from neighborhood distribution centers. Already, UPS is experimenting with bicycle delivery in Portland. San Francisco is even better suited to delivery bicycles.

Electric trolley trucks:  Trucks that run on overhead electric lines, similar to San Francisco’s trolley buses, are in service in Europe.  They are cheaper than rail, and may be a long-term option for delivery of larger items within the City, since San Francisco already has an extensive system of trolley lines.

Recommendations:

Enlarge the railway tunnel giving access to the port.  

Formulate a plan to build a modern freight rail facility in San Francisco.  

Develop the southeast waterfront to take advantage of the coming rise in short haul water freight.  

Approach package delivery companies to develop pilot programs for bicycle delivery of smaller packages.

Evaluate plans for new or improved infrastructure to avoid “orphan” projects which will lose their rationale in light of Peak Oil and Gas.
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